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Our Father Who Art in Africa
I sat through a Kirby sales demo a few Saturdays back, having answered the door
to a girl covered in tattoos and piercings who gave a spiel about a promotional carpet
cleaning. My two year old daughter had spilled grape juice in the living room a few days
before. I knew there was a catch, but we had two hours before my twelve year old's
soccer game, and I usually find things like carpet cleanings entertaining.
The girl was a feeler. She made a phone call and repeated my address, and told me
the cleaners would arrive shortly. A few minutes later a maroon Suburban with a dented
front fender pulled into my driveway, and two men got out and began unpacking boxes
from the back. They introduced themselves and I immediately forgot their names. One
man was lanky and tan and from the sound of his voice, had smoked two packs a day for
the past twenty years. The scratches on his gold watch showed silver. He introduced the
other sales rep, who was bent over a box about the size of a milk crate, said that he'd be
back in thirty minutes, and left. The young sales rep introduced himself again and we
shook hands. He was wearing khakis and a blue polo and had a haircut like a politician.
He said he wanted to demonstrate their newest cleaning system, the Sentria.
“How much?” I said. He pulled a piece of paper out of the box and handed it to
me. I unfolded it and laughed. “I'm not paying twenty-four hundred bucks for a fucking
vacuum cleaner. You're wasting your time.”
“I understand it's a lot of money, but let me just show you some of the features
and if you don't buy it, maybe you can tell other people about it.” He checked his phone
and slid it back into his front pants pocket.
“I can tell you right now—with absolute certainty—that I will tell many people
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about the twenty-four hundred dollar vacuum cleaner. I only paid two grand for my truck,
and it has four wheel drive.” I noticed him checking his phone again and stopped talking.
He apologized and told me his father just had a stroke and he was waiting on news.
I told him that he didn't need to go through with the cleaning, that I would sign off
on whatever he needed me to and that he should go take care of his family, but he insisted
on continuing the demonstration. I fixed him a glass of iced water. When I came back to
the living room, he was vacuuming the floor with my yellow Eureka. He spoke over the
roar. “I'm just going to give it a good going over with your vacuum cleaner before I
begin. “You'll be surprised how much dirt is left behind.”
“I hate carpet. I put wood down in the rest of the house.” I handed him the water.
He set it on an end table after putting a coaster down. “The Sentria cleans
everything! And it's powerful enough to use as a leaf blower. Just wait.” He finished
vacuuming and then proceeded to unpack his box. A little chrome gizmo. He began
rattling off uses for a multitude of attachments. “This one for drapes, this for pet hair. You
can unclog your toilet with this.” He held up little rubber pieces. “It's pretty cool. Save
you a hundred dollar visit from the plumber.” He told me about the patented transmission
that it was similar to a car's, and I again thought about my two thousand dollar Jeep. He
pulled out a dozen other rubber nozzles, different shapes, different functions. Then he
checked his phone, apologized, and walked outside.
The sales rep came back in a few minutes later, apologized again, and finished
assembling the Kirby, fitting pieces and hoses to the chassis, turning them and refitting
them like a puzzle. He drank his water. To fill the silence, I asked him how long it
normally takes to put the Sentria together. “It's not that bad,” he said. “I've only been
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doing this for three weeks and I've almost got it down.” He fit a few more pieces together
and attached a cylinder to the side that held these little round, white pads. “We're not
allowed by law to use bags—that way we don't bring dirt from someone else's house into
yours.” He began vacuuming, removing the little white pads every few seconds and
laying them in a row on the floor, the dirt forming Kirby logos on each. “These guys are
tough, too.” He rapped the shell with his knuckle. “Die-cast aluminum, here. You could
send this thing down three flights of stairs and it wouldn't put a nick in it.”
“Made in the USA, I bet.”
“I think so. I don't know. I can check. Yes.”
I asked about his father and he slumped his shoulders. “I'm worried. After the last
one, he couldn't speak for a month.” He kept on with the demonstration, and I played
along. I don't know if his father really had a stroke—it was probably some sales tactic
he'd picked up from the man with the scratched up watch. Even if it was, I don't feel raw
about it—life is a sales-job, when it comes down to it, and it seems to me that the most
successful salesmen are not burdened by notions of sacrilege and have long realized that
these little lies go unpunished more often than not. Even if the Kirby salesman's father
had been having a stroke, he still lurked around my living room long enough to gauge
whether or not he could get me on the hook for a vacuum cleaner I didn't want. Either
way, it seems he knew I would be more apt to buy whatever he was selling if we had
shared some experience, and the death, or near death, of a father is an almost universal
anxiety—either we secretly long for our fathers' death, or we dread the thought of it,
perhaps out of affection, but more likely because it reminds us of our own mortality.
He continued shampooing the carpet, pausing every so often to look at his phone.
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He finished and began packing the vacuum cleaner up, and the man with the scratched
watch came back and went for the hard sell, dropping the price from twenty-four hundred
to sixteen hundred, and then to nine-twenty. At that point, I kind of wanted the vacuum
cleaner. Luckily, I married well, and with a passing look from my wife, I remembered
that I didn't have nine hundred dollars. I took the salesman's water-glass from him and
left the room. I put the glass in the kitchen sink and, when I returned, the men had left.
*

*

*

About a year back, my father phoned me and wanted to let me know that he was coming
to the States. His voice was a little rough and he spoke like he was delivering a speech.
“How've you been?” he asked. I told him that I'd been married for almost four years and
that I had two kids now, two girls. He said that he’d heard and then there was a silence
and I asked him what time it was where he was. It was eight o'clock at night or
thereabouts in Johannesburg, one o'clock in the afternoon in Mississippi where I was at.
We had a slow conversation. He had always paused before he spoke and conversations
with him were filled with little silences—it was his way of ensuring that the other person
finished speaking before he began. I'd never been comfortable with this trick of his,
though it was one that I wanted to master. But now we were hemispheres apart and there
was a delay of several seconds in the phone line and these pauses became pregnant,
awkward and took on a life of their own. “How are you and your wife—Aileen right?” I
asked.
“Good. We're good here.”
I gave him a sketch of my life, told him that I was teaching composition classes
and working for UPS. I tried to sound successful, in spite of things, in spite of him. My
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father is a good man, but not a good father. I also like to think that I am a good man, but
can't possibly count myself a good son. My parents divorced when I was eleven or
twelve; I think he wanted to travel and she wanted to keep drinking—they'd married too
young or something. Anyway, he pursued his dreams of becoming a missionary, and
bounced to Mexico and then to Ecuador and Colombia for a few years before moving to
Africa, and I stayed in Mississippi and, after spending the majority of my teenage years
getting into trouble, put myself through school.
The last time we had spoken before this was when he called to tell me that Papa
(my grandfather) was in a diabetic coma. My younger brother and I went to the hospital.
My father recognized Travis, and hugged him and asked all of the usual questions an
absent father might ask his son. When they were through, he stuck out his hand to me and
introduced himself. “I know who you are,” I said. “I'm your son.” I took off the hat I was
wearing and waited for him to light up with some sort of recognition. “Colter?” he said,
as though there were other possibilities. This bit of awkwardness was overshadowed by
the reason for our visit; Papa was dying just down the hall from us.
I was both sad and comforted by Papa's condition; he'd lived a full life, was
moderately famous in his neck of the woods, moderately wealthy, well-loved. He'd
owned and operated an air-conditioning business in Ocean Springs, fought in WWII, flew
his own bi-wing plane, was 6'5” and his smile stretched on for days. Larger than life, that
sort of thing. He did everything he was supposed to do in life and everyone loved him for
it. I loved him, still think on him every day, and consider him the paradigm of a good
man.
After the divorce, my father moved into my grandparents' house, which was three
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pastures distance (about a half mile) from our house. There was some back and forth
between my mother's house and my father's—sometimes I would live with my mother,
sometimes I would live with my father. The big break happened on a weekend when I
was living with my father, and visiting my mother. My grandparents picked me up from
my mother's house in D'iberville, and, as we pulled out, I told them that I'd left my
toothbrush and wanted to stop and get a new one. Papa pulled his half-ton work truck
alongside the front walk of Kroger's and let me out.
At that time, cigarettes were displayed in the open, much like a magazine rack. I
knew this; I had shoplifted from here before. It was a Sunday, no one on the floor. I
palmed the cigarettes and went down the toothpaste aisle, and then looped around the
store to the checkout counters. There were three men at the foot of the counter—joking
about Clinton playing saxophone on Arsenio Hall. I knew why they were there but played
it cool. As I walked by them, they snagged me. “We need you to come with us,” one of
them said. I remember that one of them looked like a pharmacist, and the other two
looked like they lived in trailers on their property in the country and wanted to build real
houses one day. They pushed me up some stairs and sat me in a square vinyl chair in front
of a wide metal desk.
They asked me for the cigarettes and after a moment I flung them on the top of the
desk with the practiced nonchalance of a poker player with a bad hand. They made phone
calls and jokes and I stared at the thin shit-colored carpet and listened to Papa's footsteps
thundering the narrow stairway.
He didn't say anything at first, and I didn't look up. Then there was a flash; he'd
slapped me. Then the commotion of the three security personnel restraining Papa, then
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quiet and the three men were joking again. Being the brat that I was, I didn't fully
understand all of the purpose, all of the love that powered this slap; I wouldn't really
understand it for the better part of fifteen years.
Shortly thereafter, my father arrived. He looked lost, in shock; he didn't say
anything; just signed some papers. After that, I moved in with my mother, where I could
get into as much trouble as I wanted, uninterrupted by anyone boasting a traditionally
orientated moral compass.
But I didn't want to talk about the past. “I'm working on my doctorate,” I said into
the phone.
“Very good. I'm proud of you,” he said.
I asked him about the weather in South Africa.
“It's nice. The countryside's a lot like northern California. Lots of vineyards. Cool
breezes.”
“It's hot here,” I said.
“I know.”
“You ever see any great whites?
Another pause—enough for me to realize how stupid the question was. “Well, we
mostly stay on land. I hear they are a sight to see, though.”
“Any adventures since we last spoke?”
“A few.” He told me, in a few short seconds, about carjackings in Colombia and
Africa, about playing with tamed lions and seeing gorillas in the Congolese mountains.
“That sounds lovely,” I said. “I'm happy for you. I admire what you do. Really.”
This awkwardness between us is wondrous to me. It stems largely from our
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ideological differences, and it seems unlikely that we will ever truly accept each other; I
cannot accept his naivety any more than he could accept my predilection for sin and
compulsive rebelliousness. Our relationship at present allows us to look directly at one
another while maintaining this pretense of blindness. In other words, we don't have to
look the other way, so long as neither of us openly acknowledges that we can actually
see. It is painful to think that he has a better understanding of me than I care to admit. I've
run the gamut of what not to do, and no matter how I present myself to him—no matter
how I play up my roles as a teacher, a father and a husband—I can't help but think that he
actually sees me as a scoundrel. If so, and I am able to choke down a pack of lies to
breathe the air around him, and if he's willing to do the same, then that is something.
He came to the States in November, and we met for dinner at my grandmother's—
my family and his. His wife was striking: a strong jaw line, a streak of gray in her hair.
She's black, so of course Hannah, my oldest daughter, asked her as we sat down at the
table if she was from Africa.
“No dear, I'm from Louisiana.”
“Should I call you grandma?”
Everyone looked to me. “That's up to you, darling,” I said. If I'd had a hole, I
would have crawled deep inside it; burrowed. I thought of this story from grade-school
where a kid set out to dig from Kansas to China with a tablespoon. If memory serves, the
kid made it, and he emerged from his hole to find that everyone had slanted lines for eyes
and wore uncomplicated smiles and ate little mountains of rice and marched in circles
with paper-mache dragons. My grandmother called for prayer, and we bowed our heads
and my father began to speak. Hannah didn't know what to do and I nodded to her—we
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didn't prescribe to religion in our house but I'd prepped her beforehand to keep quiet
about it. She bowed her head and I watched as she abetted me with a fluttering of
eyelashes. Even the baby interlaced her fingers and bowed her head like everyone else.
After we ate, we watched videos of my father and Aileen on various safaris, of
rhinoceros and wildebeest and zebra, of white cowbirds that crowded around lakes by the
tens of thousands. Pictures of Victoria Falls and Mount Kilimanjaro, of hippopotamuses
yawning on the Nile, of crocodiles. My father was positioned somewhere in each of these
pictures. After the slide show, we left—it was getting late and I had papers to grade,
things to read. We invited them to come visit us at our house in Hattiesburg the following
weekend.
The day of their visit, my father asked if he could come watch me teach. It was
the end of the semester, and I had given my 101 classes the task of picking a topic they
felt strongly about, and arguing the opposite side, which in turn meant they were
advocating the legalization of prostitution, the extermination of the elderly and the
homeless, higher gas prices, death to kittens, etc. Coupled with my day to day vulgarities,
it wasn't anything I wanted my father to witness. I hadn't had time to warn my students to
behave—in any case, it would have been unfair of me to do so—and so I told him it was
a bad time, that I wasn't lecturing anyway and only had to observe student presentations.
Still, he wanted to sit in. I refused him anyway, on the basis that it would make the
students uncomfortable. He knew I was bullshitting him.
I went to class and my students argued to ban cell phones, for intimate studentteacher relationships, and for the abuse of Jehovah's Witnesses, and the entire time I
imagined seeing my father in my periphery too disappointed to even snap off a few
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pictures. I thought about how he had been absent for roughly half my life, and how his
return seemed to only punctuate that absence. I remember how hard he worked, how he
enjoyed physical labor. I remember him never letting me beat him at chess. I remember
skating across a frozen pond in Memphis in cowboy boots when I was six or seven. And
his sermons, and that he taught me how to tie a full-Windsor when I was eight. And him
casting a net from the bow of our Boston Whaler and bringing up a school of mullet. I
remember learning to drive and wrecking my grandmother's Lincoln and how he sat in
the passenger's seat and gulped nervously at a bottle of orange juice. And him picking us
up on his weekend, and him filling out child-support checks on his draftsman's table and
entrusting me to deliver the checks to my mother. And of course, I remember, some time
after the shoplifting incident, that he picked me up one weekend and brought me to
McDonald's, and in the drive-through I told him that I no longer shared his beliefs, and
that after that he dropped me back off at my mother's and we didn't speak for years. And
then there was a fifteen year gap, and now, it seemed, we would be picking up that same
conversation.
I ended up giving all of my students an “A,” in part because I hadn't been paying
attention, in part because it was the end of the semester and time for the horse to catch the
carrot. I tried to make it up to him, after the fact, by showing him around campus. I
showed him the new copper dome of the administration building, the rose gardens, and
the oak trees. I showed him some of the classrooms as if to say, “See! This is where I
teach!” Of course, it wasn't what he had in mind, and we retreated back to my house and
ate seafood lasagna.
They left after dinner, and returned to my grandmother's. My father and I spoke a
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few times before he and Aileen returned to Africa—both of our schedules prevented us
from doing anything more. He said that he might return in February, and I dreaded and
welcomed the idea of it.
A few Sundays later, my family and I returned from a failed geocaching escapade
to a flooded hallway. After I shut off the main, I shop-vac'ed forty or fifty gallons of
water out of the carpet in our den, the hallway, and each of our bedrooms. The baby
pulled on her purple galoshes and was gleefully stomping through our ruined house.
We called our insurance adjuster and, after some runaround, arranged for a new
floor. I spent the Christmas break prepping the floor: ripping up carpet and tile and
mustard yellow linoleum that looked like it came from the 1960s, applying a leveling
compound. By the time we selected and bought new flooring, it was the middle of
January, and the spring semester was revving up. Long story short, we had forty boxes of
wood flooring sitting in the middle of our den, destined to stay there until I got around to
it. For months, our house was a construction zone. It wasn't what you would call childfriendly—the two year old wanted to climb the stacked boxes of flooring, the twelve year
old was too embarrassed to have her friends over, and my wife was on edge because,
well, the house was a fucking construction zone.
My father came back to the States in February. He called me from New York City.
He was conducting some sort of training tour for the Jehovah's Witness organization, and
had already been to Rome, Brussels, and Copenhagen, and was coming to Mississippi
from NYC. I mentioned what I was working on, and he said he wanted to help. This put
me in an awkward position. I didn't really want his help. It was a point of pride; I had
gotten this far in life without his help—why let him step in now? Truth is, I needed him; I
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had an unhappy wife and children playing on top of construction materials.
I had other anxieties. Our awkwardness toward each other was largely due to the
fact that I didn't follow in his footsteps; I had rejected Jehovah—and religion in general.
Jehovah's witnesses normally only associate with other Jehovah's Witnesses; it's a very
insular group. I didn't want to talk about it, but I knew that he did and suspected that this
was one of his motivations for spending the day with me. I don't fault him for wanting to
save my soul—on the contrary, I find it endearing. I didn't want to talk about life and god
because it would force me to reflect on my sins, all the smoking, drinking, shoplifting,
and sex that had, in one way or another, burdened me over the years. I didn't want him to
be right about everything. I didn’t want him to be a better father than me. I wasn't
equipped to deal with his piety.
My father came up early one morning. Our good friend Anders was also in
country—he'd arrived two days before from Denmark—and agreed to entertain the baby
while we worked, and with my eldest daughter at school, my father and I were all set to
spend the day laying floor without any distractions.
I had thought a lot about laying it all on the line for him, clear the air, to start
fresh—no lies, no cowering; he'd have to accept me and all my faults (or, at least some of
them) and that would be that.
But I couldn't. At the time, I told myself that he didn't need to know these things,
that they would only hurt him. I could just keep up with the lie, and he would return to
Africa and we wouldn't see each other for another five years or so.
He arrived and we went to work. My father is very smart. He has a mind for
numbers, and in a day, we completed what would have probably taken me weeks on my
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own. We limited our conversation to largely academic subjects; he asked about writing
and teaching, I asked him about unrest and poverty in all of those parts of the world he'd
been in. He wanted to see some of my stories, and I gave him what I thought would be
the least offensive one I had. As he read, I thought about the autobiographical parallels
that he would pick up on—the story takes place on a farm, much like the one I grew up
on, and features a father that is, though perhaps more severe, much like the one I grew up
with. I was a little concerned that he might see too much of himself in the story, and that
it would be a shitty way of thanking him for the work, but I felt I had to let him read
something and was less comfortable giving him anything more. He read as I cut and
taped the underlayment for the floor. After about fifteen or twenty minutes, he said: “So,
writing is more or less a hobby for you?”
I just said, “Yeah, I guess. I don't think I'll ever make any money at it.”
He said the story felt like it had pieces missing from it, but that I “had a way with
words.”
“Thanks,” I said. And then we got back to work.
We took a break in the middle of the day and ate. The conversation had landed on
Armageddon, a slip-up on my part—I was running a composition course revolving
around apocalyptic writing—and he took the opportunity to quote scripture and speak
about the end of “this system of things.”
I suggested that the apocalypse is not confined to the bible, that almost everyone
speaks about the end in one way or another, and that apocalyptic writings were just
another way of coping with the anxieties associated with a changing world. “Everyone
has their own version of Armageddon,” I said.
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I think he sensed my discomfort. “This hummus sure is good,” he said. “You
made this?”
“Yeah, it's real easy. Chickpeas and a food processor, fresh garlic, lemon juice,
olive oil. Whatever else you fancy.”
We continued working until three-thirty. He had to get back to Ocean Springs—he
was to deliver a sermon that evening. I asked him to take my grandmother some wheatgrass juice and we went out to my grass bed in the backyard. As I was stooped over the
garden, harvesting the grass with scissors, I elaborated on the benefits of fresh wheatgrass juice, telling him that it was molecularly very similar to hemoglobin. “Isn't that
something?” I said. “The blood that runs through our veins is similar to that of plants. I
think it's interesting.”
“It surely is, son. Tell me something. With all your education and all of your
knowledge about the complexity of the world, don't you believe in a creator?”
That was his shot, and he took it. And it was my shot, too—my turn to lay it all
out on the line for him. I didn't take it; I choked. I was paralyzed with the thought that
this was one of those moments that I would look back on in twenty or thirty years and
regret. Like this was going to be the moment when I quashed this relationship for good.
“I don't...I'm past all that, now. I don't. It's just grass,” I said. I continued clipping the
wheat-grass until I had a gallon of the stuff. We didn't speak anymore until we went
inside.
At that point, Hannah was home from school. His attention turned to her, and I
was off the hook. I finished with the grass, and ended up producing a cup of juice. I
packed it in a cooler and sent it with him, and thanked him repeatedly for his help.
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“I was happy to do it,” he said. Then he left.
He went back to Africa a few days later, so I didn't see him again after that. He
wrote me a letter though, telling me that he was happy that I'd found a place in the world.
He related a story he heard about a man on death row. (I'll paraphrase.) The man had his
last meal and was flooded with memories of his life and thoughts of how things passed so
quickly, how he would have done things differently. The next morning the guards came
for him and, after saying a final prayer, he rose slowly with them to go. (The story is here
interrupted with a question: “What would be your thoughts at this moment?”)
As the man walked down the gloomy corridor handcuffed between the two
guards, he was thinking of his family and all of the loved ones he would be leaving, and
all of the things he would never have the opportunity to say or do. As he got to the end of
the corridor, the guards opened the gate and took off the handcuffs and said he was free to
go. The man, shocked, asked what had happed, and the guards told him that a father and
son who loved him very much had come by, and the son had died in his place so that he
could live.
So, by this point, I'd figured out that the son was Jesus. My initial thought was
that he'd tricked me, yet again, into listening to one of his sermons. It went on for a bit—
the man begins to weep, and asks how he can contact the father, how he could show his
appreciation for the son's sacrifice. My father apologized for his failings as a father, but
asked that I do not let that hinder me from drawing close to Jehovah and Jesus.
I've received several letters like this, and I'm never quite sure how to respond—I
just try to ignore the ministering, and give him some of the data of my life. I can't stifle
the suspicion that my father is only fostering a relationship with me because he sees me
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as a potential convert. I try to take this as a compliment, that he'd think enough of me to
try to save my soul. Then again, I wonder if in some corner of his mind he has a tally
sheet of all the souls he's saved, and if it'd be to his great shame if my name weren't on it.
I don't fault him for tempering the truth; I understand his motivations and his
strategies. I think I understand him a little better, now that I have two children of my own
and know how hard it is to be a good father. I know that fathers are often forced to lie or
omit certain truths about themselves, about the world—that most of my attempts at
parenting involve deceptions, great and small.
Some of the most honest people in the world are compulsive liars, and the reverse
is also true. I've heard about Buddhist monks who spend their lives tiptoeing around ants
in order not to harm another sentient being. This is no small feat, considering how
crowded our little world is. But since they have to conduct an intensive, lifelong struggle
to maintain passivity, it seems only logical that they sometimes regress and, when no one
is watching, stomp around the yard. For this reason, I can't trust monks.
I am, however, thrilled by grafters. I was just another mark to the young vacuum
cleaner salesman, and, strangely enough, I found this to be endearing. My father's
preaching elicits more winces than smiles from me—largely because there is more
emotional capital at play—but his confidence game has this odd effect of making him
more trustworthy.
Fiction is essentially lying in the hopes of delivering some parcel of truth; it's a
con-game, but one that should aspire to demonstrate something that cannot or should not
be said directly. I didn't really think, or at least acknowledge, that I had daddy issues until
I gathered the following collection together and realized that all of them are predicated on
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father-son relationships; it's something I've been unwittingly wrestling with for some
time. I can aggrandize this and say that it's more than a cheap trick to sell a vacuum
cleaner, but I think it's common to sell off bits of our fathers.
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BOOMERANG
Their father Gordon had pulled the heifer down by the dewlap and now his left
knee was nestled into her neck as he smoothed his hand in big swaths over her swollen
belly. Her eyes were big like the porcelain saucers their mother kept with the silver in the
high cabinets above the kitchen sink. “Goddamn,” Gordon said. “She’s hurting.” He
drummed his fingers on the heifer’s belly and the two boys hovered close. “Gas and
poison in there.” Gordon stood and brushed a clump of earth from one of the knees of his
pants. His calloused and arthritic hands hung crooked from his faded denim coat like
giant claws. The heifer rolled onto her feet and moved away from them, her roan hide
sheened with sweat, shoulders pulsing electric, her saucer eyes dull and wet. “See if she
makes it to the barn,” Gordon said.
“Are you going to shoot her?” Ellison, the younger son, asked.
“I don’t know.”
“Are you going to hurt her worse?”
“I don't know.” Gordon walked toward the house, crunching snow under his
boots.
“Come on,” Victor said. “Just ease her in.” Victor was two years older than
Ellison. He had sandy hair like his father and a scar below his nose, the remnant of a cleft
palate. “She’ll follow Daddy’s footprints if you just nudge her along.”
“I don’t want him to hurt her,” Ellison said.
Victor ignored him. “You know a boomerang will come back to you, even in
space? Isn’t that something?”
“That’s what boomerangs do.”
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“Yeah, but you know there’s nothing out there. No wind or air or nothing. You
wouldn’t think a boomerang would come back to you in space. I read it,” Victor said. “I
just wonder how they figured it out, if they had an astronaut outside the shuttle, tossing
boomerangs.”
“He’s not going to hurt her?” Ellison said.
“Maybe they launched it like a torpedo or used a robot or something and watched
it from a little round window. Isn’t that something? Boggles the mind.” Victor said things
like ‘boggles the mind,’ because their mother said things like that. ‘Boggles the mind’ and
‘isn’t that something?’
“Do you think momma’s really leaving?”
“You’re killing me with the questions.”
“She's not coming back.”
“You’re really something, whining like that. You're a whiner. Of course she’s
coming back. She wouldn’t have told us she was coming back if she wasn’t.”
Their mother had announced over breakfast that she was going to see her friend in
New Orleans. She wanted to take some classes at a college there. Ellison had heard her
talk about it before, but thought it was just talk. But she announced it at the table like
when she said she was pregnant, and then a few weeks later when she said she wasn’t
pregnant anymore. She waited until everyone was eating and then she said it. No one
really said anything after that. His father continued eating, stabbing and scooping at his
scrambled eggs and wiping his mouth to his sleeve. Ellison poked a hole in his biscuit
with his forefinger and poured the syrup in and after the syrup absorbed he would fill it
again. “We have napkins,” his mother had said softly. She had good posture. Ellison had
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always thought of her like this, sitting perfectly straight, begging them to use manners.
They continued toward the barn, the heifer steaming in the spring thaw, trudging
irregular. His father's brown Datsun pickup was parked inside the barn and there was a
towel spread across the tailgate and some tools spread across the towel. Ellison picked up
a rubber mallet from the tailgate. If they were going to kill her, he thought, they would
have a maul or an ax or the Walther his father kept in the glove-box. They would have
taken her out to a far corner of one of the fields.
“Don’t touch anything,” his father said to him. He wore a white butcher's apron
over his coat. “I got everything just so.” Needle and stitching; a jar of salve; rope and
harness; a two foot pipe, half inch in diameter. All spaced evenly on the towel. The pipe
had been sharpened to a forty-five degree angle on one end. “Get her on her side.” Blue
latex gloves poked out of his apron pocket.
Victor pulled the heifer down as he'd seen his father do earlier. The heifer was
breathing hard. Ellison squatted and touched her neck and felt her slow, god-like pulse.
She was warm.
“Hold her down,” Gordon said. “Hold her still. She’s hurting real bad.” He
plucked the gloves from his pocket and pulled them on.
“Can I do it?” Victor said.
“If you can do it. This's a one shot deal. You stick her good, but don't go too
deep.”
“I’ll do it.”
Gordon handed Victor a pair of goggles from the tailgate of the truck and pulled
off the gloves. “Put these on,” he said. “Wait.” Gordon walked to the cab of the truck,
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opened the door, and got a roll of electrical tape. He wound it around the pipe repeatedly,
three inches from the sharpened end, until the roll was finished. “Now you won’t go too
deep.” Gordon put his knee on the heifer’s neck and directed Ellison to stand back.
“Okay, go ahead and stick her.”
Victor positioned the truncheon and struck with the mallet and gastric juices
spurted and gurgled and flowed over the heifer’s belly to the ground. The heifer jerked
her head and gave a high-pitched bellow and Gordon buried his knee harder into her
neck.
His father asked him for some salve, and only then did Ellison realize he was
watching from outside the barn. Victor pushed on the heifer’s belly, forcing more liquid
out and the heifer bellowed more and Gordon struggled to keep her still. Victor wiped the
wound dry with a tee shirt and applied salve. After they finished, they led the heifer into a
five by eight stall.
“She’ll live,” Gordon said, as he and Victor left the barn. He pulled a long
cigarette out of his jacket pocket, broke the filter off, and lit it. “I’ll give her some dope
and an antibiotic and she’ll be golden. The golden heifer.”
“Isn’t that something?” Victor said.
Gordon pulled his cigarette from his mouth and spit and turned to Ellison. “I want
you to go see what John is doing. And then I want you to clean up your mother’s flower
garden. Victor can till it after you clear the big stuff.”
John lived at the edge of Gordon’s father’s property. The two men had been best
friends since high school football and together were dishonorably discharged from the Air
Force for possession of marijuana and for kidnapping a Colonel's poodle and dying it
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pink. After the Air Force, John went to Brazil and drove bulldozers through the Amazon,
and Gordon went home and took over the family farm and married Anne, a city-girl
who'd happened up the driveway one summer Tuesday in a Buick sedan and had only
wanted directions to Atlanta but was somehow taken in by the image of Gordon covered
in grease and cursing at his blue Ford tractor. Victor was born nine months later. Anyway,
this was how the story was told to Ellison. After five years in the rain-forests, John came
back with a child of his own, Hazel Marie, whose mother had died in the throes of
dengue fever. Gordon gave John two acres and John installed a double-wide trailer under
an old oak because he liked hearing acorns pelt the roof.
Hazel was ten now, a year older than Ellison. She was dark skinned and had a thin
nose that hooked down like a hawk. Gordon had given her a kid goat for Christmas; the
mother had been killed by coyotes. She named the goat Samson. When father’s gloves
went missing, Ellison said he'd buried them in a gopher hole. He got whipped for lying,
and a kiss on the cheek from Hazel for getting whipped, and after that fancied himself
Samson's adoptive father.
As Ellison crossed into the yard, John called from the front porch of the trailer in
a voice that seemed to boom from the bottom of a well. “Come get some food, girl.” He
wore canvas overalls and had a muscular potbelly. A white cotton shirt over his left
shoulder and he was barefoot. He saw Ellison and waved. Hazel crawled out from
beneath the trailer, awkward in her white rubber boots, pulling Samson by a hind leg. Her
hair was braided. Samson was chewing a wad of insulation.
Ellison smiled at Hazel. She petted Samson and ran around the trailer to the front
porch, the kid goat running after her. Ellison walked behind them, his hands in his pocket.
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John stopped him at the door. “You came for lunch?” His breath fogged the air.
“Daddy wanted you.”
“Don’t he know how to use a phone? We got phones.”
*

*

*

At the end of summer, before the mowing, the Timothy and alfalfa grasses were
above Ellison's shoulder. The tops of the grass were hot from the sun, but below the
ground was shaded and cool and alive with field mice and grasshoppers, corn snakes and
beetles. Ellison lay on his back and looked at the empty sky. He made a square with his
fingers and pretended he was taking a picture. He wondered if his mother had ever
thought to take a picture of the sky. He closed his eyes. The grass rose gently against his
skin, tickling the whelps on his back and legs. His father had whipped him thirty minutes
prior for lying; this time, Samson had gotten in the green beans.
He heard John’s voice in the distance and then a tractor starting. First harvest was
a week away, barring rain. The barn needed to be cleared out. Old hay burned, snakeholes filled, ant beds kerosened—these were little jobs and his father would expect him to
help. He stood up and walked toward Hazel’s house. He saw her climbing a fence and
crouched down. He waited. A grasshopper landed on his foot. Rustling grass; she was
close now. He readied himself.
“I already know where you are,” Hazel called out. “Samson’s coming right for
you.” Samson bleated and Ellison stood up. “Your daddy called the house for you.”
Ellison rubbed Samson's horns, two little nubs poking out the back of his skull,
and Samson licked his knuckles and the palms of his hands.
“My daddy says he’ll take us on a tractor ride today, if we get the barn cleaned
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out,” Hazel said, drawing closer.
“He said that yesterday.”
“Today he means it.” They held hands and walked toward the hay-barn.
Victor was sitting atop a stack of fence posts near the barn, eating an apple.
Samson climbed the stack and nudged Victor. Victor threw the apple core to the ground
and Samson chased after it. “You know goats are one of the oldest domesticated species,”
he said. “We’ve been keeping goats since the dawn of civilization. Boggles the mind.”
His father came out of the barn and motioned for Ellison. Hazel followed and
Victor stood up. “Just Ellison,” Gordon said. Whatever it is, I didn’t do it, Ellison
thought. Just tell him it was that damned goat. He followed his father into the barn. The
barn was empty except for a few busted square bales and the baler. A spool of twine
beside the baler. “I want you to see this,” his father said. He pointed to a hole under the
baler, next to the left tire. “Look in it.”
Ellison crouched down and looked into the hole. “What is it?”
“Put your hand in it.”
It wasn’t me, he wanted to say. He looked back at his father. Please.
“It’s all right. Put your hand in it.”
Ellison eased his hand into the hole. It was cool and dry, filled with straw. He put
his hands through the straw and felt something smooth and round. He pulled it out and
rubbed it between his fingers.
“Silver dollar. I hid it when I was your age and I guess I forgot about it until just
now. Your grandfather gave it to me on my tenth birthday.”
Ellison looked down at the coin. He dropped it and quickly stooped to pick it up.
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“Don’t tell Victor.”
*

*

*

Ellison watched a fox lurk along the fence line before the mowing started.
Samson’s too big for him, he thought. He’s after mice. The fox crouched, his tail
flickering above the alfalfa. It pounced. The tractor started and the fox scurried into the
pine trees.
Victor ran the mower around the perimeter of the field. Ellison ran behind and
chased the mice and snakes that weren’t cut in half. A murder of crows congregated on
the fence, flying off at intervals to pick through the carcasses. The mown grass jabbed the
bottom of his feet. He finally caught a brown snake and held it up for the men to see, but
they were too far away and too busy hooking up the side rake to the tractor.
In the autumn, the barn became a plaything; it was filled to the roof with
crisscrossed bales of hay, and the hay figured as mountains or castles or pirate ships. The
children would climb the stacks, look up at the underside of the roof and touch the cool
tin and imagine they were touching heaven. The middle of the barn was bare and figured
as a valley and John fashioned a rope to the main beam so that the children would have a
swing. The rope was thick and had been used to bind logs together to float the Amazon. It
was hard and smelled of mud. John tied a treble knot at the bottom of the rope. Victor
went first, and swung across the barn floor and righted himself on a stack of hay on the
opposite side of the barn. Then he went again, and though Ellison and Hazel begged for a
turn, he went again. On his third swing, Victor let go of the rope too soon and crashed
into a wall of hay and fell to the ground. He howled and grabbed his side like he'd been
kicked.
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John scooped Victor up and told him he'd probably just had the wind knocked out
of him. He carried Victor to the house. When Gordon saw Victor, he thought the same
thing as John—that the boy just had the wind knocked out of him. Gordon put a wet rag
over Victor's head and told Ellison to tend to him while he finished chores. Gordon sent
Hazel home because he knew she would be too much of a distraction for Ellison. An hour
later, Victor was pale, his eyes sunken and sad, his belly swollen. Ellison screamed for
help and ran the perimeter of the yard afraid to stray too far from Victor but couldn't find
his father and no one would hear him so from the hall-closet he grabbed a handful of
cartridges and his father's rifle and fired a dozen or so shots from the front steps until he
was sure his shoulder was ruined and he couldn't move his fingers. Then he wondered
why he didn't just use the telephone. Then the men, John and his father, were patting his
face and cradling his head, and then Victor was rushed to the county hospital thirty miles
away. And then the doctor and his nurses dressed entirely in white shoved clear plastic
tubing down Victor’s nose to his stomach, attempting to relieve the pressure brought on
by the ruptured appendix. And his nose bled and the doctor pulled the tubes out and
ordered the nurses to bring smaller, child size ones. He died a few minutes later.
Anne made it home the next day. Gordon had already told her. She was carrying a
small brown suitcase and a floppy brown hat. Gordon met her on the porch. It was the
only time Ellison would ever see his father cry. He hardly heard his father speak for an
entire month, except when he told John he’d goddamn well better cut the rope down.
*

*

*

Ellison found his father on the porch, smoking, drinking whiskey from the bottle.
His mother had gone back to New Orleans, but left a series of three pictures which his
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father now held in his lap. The pictures were tintypes, a medium which she had poured
herself into after deciding that color was too crass, that it showed too much and implied
too little. She told Gordon that the camera had been given to her by a friend, and stifled
all of the questions that this statement elicited by reminding Gordon to be still, very still,
and by lecturing him on aesthetics and how the process is properly called ferrotyping
because the images is created on an iron plate, not tin. The first tintype was a wide shot,
which showed Gordon holding the Jersey cow’s lead in front of her stall. Anne had
arranged the milking stool just so, on its side and at the animal’s front left hoof. Next she
ordered Gordon to remove his shirt and captured unto the iron plating the pair of hoofprints that curved like sickles on his chest and shoulder.
Gordon handed the pictures to Ellison. “How about that?” he said, pointing with
his crooked finger at the portrait of the Jersey milk-cow. The tintypes were glassy and
appeared to be wet and the black surrounding the milk-cow’s eyes and nostrils resembled
fresh blood.
“It’s natural,” Gordon said. “Death is. I saw my father die. On Sundays, we’d
scrounge some catalpas, couple bottles of root-beer and a pack of salted peanuts and go
fishing. At the pond, he’d rip off the bottle tops with his bare hands. I’d try to open the
bottles myself and cut my hands. I tried this again and again; I wanted to be strong like
him. He had a secret though. On the walk to the pond, he would bend down and pretend
to tie one of his shoelaces, and he would put an oyster shell from the road into his pocket.
When he opened the bottles, he would palm the oyster shell and lever the bottle tops off. I
was nine before I caught him at this.
“He died at that pond when I was twenty-three, freshly kicked out of the Air
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Force. I was sitting next to him. He was still sitting up, and I thought he was asleep. I’d
hooked a catfish and pulled it up and he just kind of fell over.”
*

*

*

Just before dawn his father woke him and told him to be quiet and come outside. His
father was drinking coffee now, from the same mug he’d drank whiskey from the night
before. It was still dark; the sun would rise soon. He handed the cup to Ellison and
Ellison took the cup with both hands. He could see his reflection in the coffee. The porch
light gave him a yellow halo and his eyes were tired. He drank; it was thick and bitter,
wanted sugar.
“I’m going to buy John’s place back. Or I’m going to run him off.” His father
turned from him and looked out into the yard. “Can’t stand his face anymore, the way he
smiles. Plays more than that little girl of his, I bet.” There was movement at the edge of
the yard, grazing at the dried remnants of Anne’s summer garden. He turned back to
Ellison. “Go get my Browning.”
The boy put his coffee on the porch railing and went inside. He pulled the rifle
and a box of cartridges out of the hall-closet and returned to stand on the porch.
The sun was rising and lent a gray shade to everything. Ellison could make out
Samson's horned silhouette. “Don’t shoot,” he said. His father’s hand was fast, a flurry of
light and heat, and he felt the burn upon his cheek and ear. “Load it,” he heard his father
say.
He pulled a round from the box and held it a moment; it felt heavier than before.
He couldn't breathe. He chambered the first cartridge and tried cocking the rifle. The
lever was stiff and he couldn’t push it forward. His father snatched the rifle from him and
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cocked it, handed it back to him.
“Use the railing as a rest,” his father said. “Shoot it.”
“I can’t.”
“Shoot that goddamned goat, or I will.”
A six inch flame burst from the rifle’s barrel. A clap resounded against the trees
and rang the boy’s ears. Samson ran into the woods; he had missed. His father snatched
the rifle from his hands and grabbed three cartridges, spilling the rest onto the porch and
ground. His steps were deliberate, grating on the snow as he loaded the gun. Samson was
halfway across the field when Ellison’s father reached the fence. He slowly took aim.
Samson’s dark shaggy coat contrasted against the white of the snow. His father pulled the
trigger and Samson fell. The boy felt his throat harden and burn. He cried.
“Stand up straight. That’s enough of that.”
Ellison followed his father’s tracks. Gordon handed the rifle to Ellison and pulled
Samson from the ground. He slung the limp carcass over his shoulder. “Stay behind me
when we get there.” Blood dripped from the goat’s neck and froze on the ground behind
them as they walked.
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SPORT
We had a gang, even though it was just the two of us, just me and T, and our thing
was that we killed. At first, we killed lizards and insects, but we graduated into bigger
game during the summer after sixth grade, when T killed Toby. Toby was T’s mother’s
cat. T hated Toby because they had the same name, a name given to both of them at
roughly the same time, because T’s mother thought it would be funny to have two Tobys
running around her house.
We bicycled up to Corso’s bridge, a seventy-five foot drop into the Tchoutacabouffa
River. This was the tallest bridge we knew. T had tied Toby up in an old yellow
pillowcase which swung back and forth from his handlebars. Toby had struggled at
first—and he was a big cat, all teeth and claws—but when we made the foot of the
bridge, he just mewled.
At the top of the bridge, we set our bicycles against the railing and T untied the
pillowcase from his handlebars. He held it away from him. He looked scared. “You want
to say anything?” he said.
I wonder if he expected me to stop him—if he was waiting for me to tell him that I
was just as scared as he was, that Toby didn’t deserve this, that he was going too far. I
didn’t.
“All right, then. I’ll say it. Fuck you, Toby.” T threw the pillowcase off the bridge. I
bent over the concrete railing to watch Toby hit the water. “That was a pretty good
splash,” T said, his voice breaking like he had bells in his throat. The pillowcase had
disappeared momentarily into the dark water.
“I bet the impact knocked him out, maybe killed him. I think it killed him.”
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The pillowcase bobbed like a cork and drifted downriver and under the bridge. We
ran to the other side to watch. We watched for a good fifteen minutes until the pillowcase
vanished past a bend in the river.
“That’s it,” T said. “It’s over.” He picked up his bicycle.
“What if he doesn’t sink?” I said.
“I guess we’ll be in deep shit, then.”
“You killed him,” I said.
“That's right. I killed him. You just watched.”
*

*

*

That was forty years ago. I wanted to tell you that before I tell you other stuff. After
we finished school, T tried to become a priest—in earnest, I think—but dropped out of
seminary and opened a tractor parts store. We’re still best friends, and we hunt together,
so I guess we never outgrew our killing phase. I started a mechanic shop in my twenties,
married my high school sweetie, Marge. We had a son, Scott, who grew up to hate me.
The mechanic shop evolved into a junkyard, and I made a mint selling used car parts.
Marge died of ovarian cancer when Scott was ten, and I did the best I could to raise him
by putting him to work at the yard when he was out of school, and by sending him to
church every Sunday with T.
It’s not that I haven’t tried with Scott, but we were never affectionate toward each
other—even before Marge passed. I was building my business up, and spent a lot of time
at the yard. Marge raised him. And then she passed, and I was left to fill in. I should have
babied him more, taken him on vacations, packed his lunch for school, helped him pick a
tuxedo for prom, all those things I overlooked. We took him hunting, T and me. I guess
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this wasn’t the kind of attention he needed. I should have gotten him a new mom.
But Scott turned out all right, I think, and maybe that’s why he hates me. Anyway,
he’s got kids of his own now (two little girls) and they hate me too—they’re pretty overt
about it—they won’t even call me grandpa.
And then there’s Kara. Kara was the coffin nail for Scott and me. She was a bit
younger than me when I married her—I was fifty and Kara was twenty-six—and Scott
was quick to point out that she was gold-digging me. I already knew she liked my money,
but she was nice enough and good looking enough to make everything else irrelevant.
I asked Scott to be the best man at my wedding, knowing that he was still chafed
about the whole thing. I thought this would help iron a few issues out. He balked at me.
“I’m two years older than her.”
“You're jealous?” I said.
“Get Uncle T to do it.”
Scott didn’t even make the wedding. The week before, he packed up his Range
Rover and drove his wife and his two little demon girls down to Busch Gardens in
Orlando. T said I shouldn’t take it so hard. I didn’t. The wedding went on and I had a
sweet little trophy wife.
I was still a little raw about Scott missing the wedding, so I installed Kara as a
permanent fixture in the office at the yard, even gave her a plaque that identified her as a
co-owner/manager. These were false titles, yes, but I imagined it pissed Scott off pretty
good. He never confronted me about it directly, though. Scott, for the most part, wanted
everything to appear fine; he didn’t want any drama. I think if Scott has a mantra it's
“Never let them see you sweat.” I wonder if he repeats some such nonsense in the
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morning while shaving. He was always scared of showing his ass.
After the wedding, Scott had to deal with Kara and me on a daily basis. In the office,
I’d flirt openly with her, cupping her tits from behind or slapping her rump. She’d
reciprocate by brushing against my prick when she walked by and I’d thank her with a
graphic description of what I was going to do her later that night. Scott would ignore us,
pretend that he didn’t see, didn’t hear. I know it was wrong to make a sport of him like
this, but I wanted to prove that I was still in control.
Six months after we were married, I got Kara pregnant. I was excited about the baby,
yeah, but I also saw this as another opportunity to fuck with Scott. I wanted to see how he
would process it, if he would keep his cool.
I ordered a carrot cake in the shape of a carrot, and went into work early to put up
balloons. Scott came in at eight o’clock, his black satchel hanging from his shoulder. He
lumbered past me toward his office, the leather soles of his shoes and satchel squeaking,
his keys jangling in his hand. “My birthday was three days ago,” he said, setting his
satchel down.
I hadn’t thought about it. I missed his birthday. Fuck. “Really?” I said. “You think
it’s too late to celebrate your birthday? This one's a milestone.”
“I'm Twenty-nine.” He looked around at the balloons. “Congratulations?”
“Congratulations on your birthday,” I said. Luckily, I hadn’t put up the It’s-A-Baby
balloons. “Not everyone makes it to twenty-nine,” I said. “It’s still an accomplishment in
many parts of the world.” I thought about the last birthday party I had for him. He was
fourteen and was embarrassed that I'd hired a pony-ride.
“Thank you,” he said. He walked to the front door to unlock it. “Are any of the guys
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here?”
“I got you a cake,” I said. “It’s a carrot cake.”
“I hate carrot cake.” The overhead lights flickered and hummed after he turned them
on.
“Well, what kind do you want then?” I said. “Chocolate?”
“The cake is fine.”
I went to my office and called Kara and told her to cool it with the news. She was on
her way to work. “It’s just not the right time,” I told her. I told her why.
“You forgot his birthday?” she said.
“I don’t think it’s a big deal.”
“You want me to pick him up a tie or something?” she said.
“I’ll deal with it. Just get here and help with the phone.” I ended the call and told
Scott that I had to leave, that I had a small emergency and not to cut the cake without me.
I ran out to my old red Pathfinder and sped out of the parking lot.
*

*

*

I ended up at a sporting goods store. I didn’t want to get him a tie. Maybe a gun, I
thought; something functional. The store wasn’t set to open until ten, as was pointed out
to me by a husky girl with a blond ponytail. But I dropped the manager’s name (it was
stenciled on the front door in white paint) and told the girl that we were in the same
hunting club. She either believed me or didn’t care, and she let me in fifteen minutes
early. I made a bee-line for the guns and found him a nice looking Beretta 12 gauge
behind a glass case. The gun department had its own counter where they did background
checks and warranty work. The salesman was young, maybe in his early twenties, and
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had brown hair and wore thin glasses. He was still setting up. I angled my head around
the counter. Walls full of guns, ammo and a work table with vice clamps and tools
scattered across it. “If I buy a shotgun could you engrave it?” I said.
The salesman looked up from his computer. He wore these thick red suspenders and
had a thick beard that was plaited in the center and looked like the end of a bull-whip. He
looked at his watch.
“I know I’m here a bit early but this is kind of an emergency.”
He coughed into his elbow and stood and stepped to me. “Yeah. Thing is, our
engraver is busy trying to fill back orders. It’d take about a week.”
“I’ll spend fifteen hundred dollars, right now, if he can get to it today,” I said. The
salesman wasn’t impressed. I looked on his name-tag. “Look, Stan, maybe I can kick in
some extra commission if you expedite things for me.”
“It’s a first come, first serve thing, you know.”
“Look, Stan—”
“Name’s not Stan. Left my name-tag at home.”
“Well, whatever, this is a bona fide offer.” I laid a hundred dollar bill on the counter.
“This is for you, if you can get this done for me by noon today.”
“I don’t know if the engraver will go for that.”
“Tell him I can throw something his way, too.”
“Another hundred?”
“Sure,” I said. He disappeared for a minute and came out of a door twenty feet from
the counter. The door was painted camouflage and I wondered why I hadn’t noticed it
before. I felt like a kid when I pointed up to the case and said, “That one.”
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He looked at the case. “That’s a nice gun. Do you want to hold it first?”
“Yeah sure,” I said, though I had already made up my mind.
He went through the camouflage door again and came back with a gray and red
stepladder. He set the ladder down, pulled out some keys and opened the case. “A beauty.
Thirty inch barrel, walnut stock, chambers three,” he said, handing the gun to me.
“Birthday present?”
The gun was light. It felt good. When I held it, I thought about the future, and that
perhaps Scott could come hunting with me and T in the winter, like old times—even
though Scott never killed anything; he just sat in a tree-stand mostly, reading, sleeping. I
thought about all the catching up we had to do, the time already lost.
I filled out the paperwork and paid for everything upfront; it cost a little over two
thousand, for the gun, the engraving, and the incentives. I left the store at a quarter after
ten.
On the drive back to work, I called Kara to see how things were going at the yard.
She told me that one of the clerks had gotten into a fight with one of the pullers, and that
Scott fired them both on the spot. I pulled behind a white Cavalier stopped at an
intersection. “Who was it?”
“Larry and the new guy,” she said.
“Who won?” I asked, though I really didn’t care. The stoplight was taking too long. I
revved my engine to keep from stalling.
“The new guy. He had a starter solenoid in his hand when he hit Larry.”
“Is Larry all right?”
“He walked out of here.”
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“How’s the solenoid?
“We sold it. The customer watched the whole thing. Bought it anyway.”
“Good,” I said. My foot slipped off the clutch and my truck jerked forward, bumping
the white Cavalier.
“Goddamnit,” I said, hitting the steering wheel with the palms of my hands. “I got to
call you back.” Kara was telling me I should go ahead and tell Scott about the baby when
I hung up the phone.
A black kid popped out of the Cavalier’s driver seat. He wore a plain blue tee shirt
and baggy khaki pants, a Braves hat and a gold watch. His sneakers were white and clean
enough to shine. I got out of the Pathfinder. “You were talking on your phone, weren’t
you?” he said. His voice was a little rough, but high pitched, like he had to strain to
speak. He was about six inches shorter than me.
“I wasn’t on my phone.”
“Yes, you was. I saw you in my rear-view,” he said.
“Yeah, but that’s not why I ran into you.” I pointed to the Pathfinder. “The clutch is
stiff in that piece of shit. My foot slipped.” I looked at his bumper. “It’s not too bad,
huh?” I said. He knelt down and studied the bumper like it was the Rosetta Stone. “I tell
you what,” I said, “let’s move out of traffic before we get run over. We’ll figure
something out.”
“All right, man. Don’t be trying to skip out on me,” he said.
This put me off a little. I didn’t like some punk telling me to be honest—calling me
out, even if he was in the right. Anyway, I pulled off into a Texaco across the street and
he followed behind in the Cavalier. We parked and both got out to get a better look at the
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damage. There was a ding and some paint on his bumper. The left break light had been
cracked. It looked minor, but the bumper on his car was plastic and would probably have
to be replaced. At least a grand.
“Look,” I said. “I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to call the cops. This is just
going to drive my insurance up.”
“Yeah—naw, man. We can settle this right now if you want.”
“You got something in mind?”
He held up five fingers. His palm was dry and calloused.
“Five hundred?” I said. “All you’d have to do is buff that out. It’s not even a
scratch.”
“How much then?” he said.
“I’m thinking two.”
“All right then.”
“Follow me to my bank.” I said. “Unless you take American Express.”
“I’ll take it. You might not get it back.” He smiled. His teeth were as white as his
shoes. “Is your bank close by? I’ve got to get to work.”
“You work?” I said. I was afraid that this might have sounded racist. “You don’t have
to answer that. I’ll just go into the gas station. They probably have an ATM.” I walked
away before he could say anything.
There was a run-down looking ATM inside the Texaco. I called Kara to get my PIN
number and she asked if everything was all right. “Just give me the number,” I said.
“I had it reset to our anniversary.”
“Thanks,” I said. A fat man was at the counter, demanding that the attendant, a young
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brunette, pretty thing, clean the bathrooms. The attendant refused.
I realized that Kara had been speaking while all this was going on. “I want you to tell
Scott when you get back. Don’t keep him in the dark.”
“Let me handle it. Cut the cake, yet?” I said. Before she could answer, I dropped my
phone and it broke into three pieces. The fat man turned from the counter and looked at
me.
“Fuck off,” I said.
He shook his head and turned his attentions back to attendant. “I’m calling your
superiors,” he said, as he plodded out the swinging door. The attendant smiled at me.
I got three hundred dollars in twenties out of the ATM and went outside. The kid was
sitting in the front seat of his car. I walked around the back of his car and looked at his
bumper again. I was getting off easy.
“Look,” I said to him. “You seem all right, and I know we settled on two hundred,
but I put a little extra in there for you.” I handed him the money and took a step back
from his car. “I’m trying to build up my karma, yeah?”
He counted it out as he chewed on a toothpick. The inside of his car was clean and he
had a bible on his dashboard.
“Are we square?” I said.
“It’s appreciated,” he said, holding up the money. “I think I can get my cousin to buff
that out like you said.” He stuck the money in his ashtray and closed it, without counting
it. “Hey man. Do you know anybody that owns a record company?”
A record company? I looked at the Pathfinder. “Do you see what I’m driving, kid? I
don’t run in those circles.”
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“It’s cool, man.” He opened his glove compartment, and I took another step back.
“Check this shit out,” he said. He had a CD in his lap and he was writing on it with a
black magic marker. “This is the hottest motherfucking joint to ever come out of
Mississippi.” He stepped out of his car and handed me the CD.
I took the CD. “Yeah? This is you?” I said. Young Flame, it read. Hustler’s Juice pt.1.
He had written his name, Dominick Ford, and phone number on a torn off piece of
notebook paper.
“Listen to it. I just want to be heard; feel me? Pass it on to one of your boys for me.”
He grabbed my hand and shook it. His hands were rough.
“Where do you work?” I said.
“My auntie owns a couple of flower shops. It's just temporary.” He got back in his
car. “I got to go.”
I listened to his CD on the way back to the yard. It was pretty hard-core, glorified
violence in the same way I had when I was a kid. “I’ll fuck a nigga’s head up,” said
Young Flame. “There’s a new sheriff in town, ya bitch.” I don’t know if it was any good;
he might have had talent for all I know. It interested me, though; I identified with it. This
kid wasn’t a gang-banger, or a killer, or a drug dealer. But he wanted to be. And when I
was a kid, I wanted to be a killer, too.
*

*

*

When T threw Toby off Corso’s bridge, he threw down a gauntlet. It was my turn to
kill. He wanted me to kill a dog, or something of comparable size. He would scout out
neighborhood dogs for me. He started in on me the ride back from the bridge where T
killed Toby. “How about the Roberson’s chocolate lab?” he asked me. “She’s never
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fetched a duck and she’s past her prime anyway.”
“I don’t want to kill a dog.”
“You’d be doing them a favor. They don’t even pet it. Just keep her tied to the
clothesline in the back yard. I’ll help you cut the line. They’ll think she ran off.”
“I’m not killing a dog.”
“I know this brindle mutt. Vicious, too. You’d be a fucking hero.”
“Whose dog is that?” I said.
“I don’t know he lives in the trailer next to George Lampton’s.”
George Lampton was the star quarterback at our high school. “I’d kill George
Lampton’s neighbor’s dog. I’ll shoot him.”
“You can’t shoot him. That’s not fair. I didn’t shoot mine.”
“That’s you. There’s something wrong with you,” I said. T stopped his bike and
gave me this wounded look. “Hey, there’s plenty wrong with me, too.” I began listing
things for him: the wart on my shoulder, that I was a slow reader and that in the first and
second grades everyone but T made fun of me because I would pull my pants and my
underwear all the way down to my ankles to take a piss.
“You can’t use a gun. It’s a rule,” T said. “You’ve got to get down and dirty.”
Down and dirty. That was one of the things T’s momma always said when she
wanted to pretend like she was serious, like if company were coming to her house she
would have to “get down and dirty with the cleaning.” It’s been near about fifty years and
the first thing that comes to mind when I think about that woman is that phrase, not her
electric red hair, or all the kindnesses she showed me. Just down and dirty. At her funeral,
with T bawling in my right ear as her casket was lowered into the ground, that phrase

25
kept pulsing rhythmically through my head. Down and dirty.
*

*

*

I got back to the yard at around eleven and said hello to one of our regulars, a shadetree mechanic named Ray. “What’s with the balloons?” Ray said. He wore grease covered
denim overalls.
“It’s Scott’s twenty-ninth,” I said.
“You don’t say. That’s nice. You’re getting sentimental in your old age.”
“I know it. I’m getting closer to that horizon,” I said. I don’t know if Ray knew quite
what I was saying. He smiled and told me to take care of myself.
I walked to Scott’s office. He was standing with his hands in his pockets, talking to
Kara, who was sitting sideways on his desk. They looked up at me, like I was an
interruption. Kara had her hair pulled up in a bun.
“Hey, sweet,” Kara said to me. She picked up an invoice and fanned her face.
“What the fuck is going on here?” I said. They seemed too comfortable with one
another. I never wanted them to get comfortable.
“Just talking,” Kara said.
“Let him answer,” I said, pointing to Scott. “Did she tell you she was pregnant?”
“Yes.” Scott said.
“Well, happy fucking birthday.”
“Cut the shit, dad. A goddamn carrot cake? You think I’m stupid?”
“I think you’re an asshole,” I said. Then I said something I didn’t expect: “She’s your
step-mother. You can’t fuck your step-mother. It's unnatural.”
“You’ve lost your mind,” Scott said.
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“This is good,” Kara said. “This has been a long time coming.” She said something
else, but I slammed the office door before she finished.
*

*

*

For most of his childhood, I wondered if Scott was even mine—not that I ever
believed that Marge cheated on me. It was one of those leaps in logic—he wasn't mine,
and he wasn't anyone else's—Marge had conceived him entirely on her own. We never
gelled right, him and me.
I stayed away from the yard for about a week, until the birthday incident blew over.
With Kara’s prodding, I went to Scott’s house to give him his shotgun. I knocked and he
answered the door wearing a suit and a tie. He was handsome; his hair full and black and
parted to the side like a clean cut Elvis Presley.
“I’m sorry,” I told him, holding out the shotgun. “About last week. There’s a beast in
me, I guess. I don’t know why I act the way I do.” I was sincere. I pointed to the gun. “I
had your name engraved along the barrel.”
“Thank you,” he said, taking the gun from me. “We were just about to go to dinner.”
One of his creepy, red-headed daughters emerged from behind him.
“Which one are you?” I said, stooping down to her.
“Desiree,” she said. Desiree was the oldest, by two years or so. I don’t know why
they named her that. They named the other one Donna. Dee-Dee and Do-Do.
“Well, I got to go,” I said. “I just wanted to apologize for the other day. Kara’s been
giving me shit about it.” I covered my mouth and looked at little Anna. “Don’t you go
repeating things that grandpa says. It’s a bad word. Shit is.”
“Don’t worry; I won’t,” she said, disappearing into the house. Little bitch.
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*

*

*

Months passed, Kara got a bigger belly and she and I got caught up in ultrasounds
and parenting classes. When we were together, wherever we went, people assumed that I
was her father, filling in for her real baby’s daddy. The nurse at the Lamaze class all but
said it. “Aren’t you lucky to have such support?” she said to Kara.
In the midst of all this, T put together a hunting trip with Scott, like when he was a
boy. “It’s good for some time together,” he said. “We’ll take your truck, and then you
can’t make excuses to leave, and he can’t make excuses to leave. They call it ‘forced
intimacy.’”
“I’m not trying to fuck him,” I said.
“The term still applies.”
The day of the hunting trip came and I packed up the Pathfinder with some cans
of food and some onions and potatoes. I grabbed my Benelli 12 gauge and my Ruger
Vaquero .45 and my Henry Big Boy. I called T and asked him to pick up a bag of
charcoal and some steaks from this butcher shop next to his house, some hotdogs for the
trot line. “I got the beer and whiskey,” I said.
“I want some gin. Some expensive stuff.”
I’d never seen him drink gin. “Okay,” I said. “You want me to pick you up some
fucking pineapple juice and a jar of cherries while I’m at it?”
“Just the gin,” he said.
I asked Kara to go to the liquor store, knowing that she would jump at the chance.
She wasn’t a drinker, but she was seven months pregnant and loved making people
uncomfortable. “Stock up if you want. But I need whiskey and gin, good stuff.”
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I imagined her at the liquor store, round belly jutting out of a petite frame, having
the clerk ferry bottles of liquor up the counter, and then out to her Cadillac. “You having
a party?” he might ask.
“Nope, it’s all for me,” she’d say, handing him a credit card, even though she
never drank, and wouldn't eat anything that wasn’t grown from organic shit that came
from the prettiest cows. She was into yoga and homeopathic remedies, and had tried to
get me into it before we were married, but I told her I was too old for all that.
After Kara left, I packed a few more things in the Pathfinder, and went inside the
house. Kara had left the television on and there was another child abduction story on—
this one in Florida. I turned it off. They never find those kids. I saw Scott pulling into the
driveway so I stood up and went into the kitchen for a glass of water. He rang the
doorbell. I’m not sure when he started ringing the doorbell to my house. “Just come in,” I
yelled. I drank my water and waited. Nothing. I yelled again, and then I walked to the
door and opened it. He stood there, with his perfect posture and perfect hair, combed
perfectly. “You don’t have to ring the bell. It's your house too.”
“I just want to make sure I wasn’t interrupting anything.”
“Kara went to the store.”
He was still standing at the door. “Well come in. We’ll load your gear up in a minute.
Want a beer, or water or anything? Kara made some kind of black tea that’s supposed to
be good for some organ, your spleen maybe.”
“I’m fine. Thank you.”
The house phone rang, thank God. “I have to get that. Have a seat.”
I hurried into the kitchen and answered the phone. It was a telemarketer—sounded
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like a young man—calling on behalf of Veterans. I wasn’t going to give him any money,
but I didn’t want to let him off the line, either.
“So where is this money going?” I asked him.
“It’s for the Veterans.”
“Veterans of what?
“I’m not sure,” he said. “I can ask my manager. I’ll have to put you on hold.”
“That’s fine. Take your time.”
He put me on hold and I looked through the cupboard for anything else to bring. I
pulled out a can of baked beans and a can of corn. I could hear the TV going. Scott was
flipping through the channels, which oddly enough, made me feel a little easier. I dreaded
going into a silent living room, facing Scott, waiting for some sort of tender moment
where we end up hugging and crying.
The phone picked up. “Sir?” This was a new voice.
“I’m here.” I put the corn back. There would be a produce stand on the way.
“The money goes into a general fund for the Veterans and—”
“Are we talking Vietnam or Korea, Iraq?”
“I think it’s for all the Veterans.”
“Why doesn’t the government take care of them?”
“I’m not sure, sir. This money is more or less supplementary.”
“So they don’t need it?”
“They do. The money could be used to build or revamp VA buildings, or provide
assistance with housing and medical needs.”
“That’s the government’s job.”
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“I agree, but it sounds like you understand that that isn't always the case.”
“How much money do you make?”
“I’m not allowed to tell you that.”
“Why not?” I asked him. “You probably know how much money I make. Probably
have it on a card right in front of you.”
“I can’t tell you.”
“Can’t or won’t? Let me ask you this then: I’m thinking about donating a thousand
dollars—how much of that money will go toward the veterans?”
“Ten percent.”
I laughed at him and asked him his name and he hung up the phone. I called T and
told him to hurry up, and hung up on him before he could reply. I walked into the living
room. Scott was sitting on the far end of the couch, watching something about fighter
planes.
“Someone just called about the Veterans. You know they only give ten percent of the
donations to the Vets? Shameless.”
“I guess.” He pointed the remote and turned the TV off. “How's the baby?”
“It’s good. Your sister is good. I’m glad you asked.” I bent down over the coffee
table. “We got an ultrasound the other day. You can see everything.”
“Half-sister,” he said.
“You don’t want to see the pictures,” I said, holding up a white square envelope.
He held out his hand and took the envelope. “Have you two picked out a name?”
“I’m leaving that up to Kara, as long as she doesn’t try to name her after a tree or an
abstraction.” I sat next to him.
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“Is she crying in this one?” Scott said, pointing.
“The nurse put this little vibrator on Kara’s belly to see if the baby would move
around so she could get a better picture. It didn’t hurt.”
“I know how this works. I have two daughters.”
“I know. How are they? What grade are they in?”
“Desiree is in the fourth grade and Donna's in the second. They’re starting piano.”
It scared me a little to think that they were growing up, and that one day they’d be
turned loose on the world. “Are they going to play duets?”
“I don’t know. Maybe one day.”
“That’s nice. It’ll be like a novelty act.” I saw Kara pulling into the driveway. “Beer's
here. I have a DVD of the ultrasound if you want to watch it.”
“Another time,” Scott said.
T arrived about fifteen minutes after Kara made it back with the beer and liquor. He
gave Kara a kiss on the cheek and touched her belly. He shook Scott’s hand and pulled
him in for a hug.
“You took long enough.”
“Shut up, Harry.” T was a big man, and even though we were best friends, I
wondered sometimes if he would ever take a swing at me. We were in our fifties, but T
was still tough. A few months before, I saw him beat the shit out of a twenty-two year old
that tried to steal a tractor part from his shop. T had the kid on the ground, and kicked
him until one of his boots came off. I think T might have murdered that kid if it weren’t
for that boot.
We loaded up the Pathfinder with more guns and food. Kara reminded me about
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the booze and we loaded that too. I gave her a kiss and we set off. I drove, T sat in the
front, and Scott sat in the back and played with his new phone. T asked him about the
salvage business, how things were going since he started running things.
“Better than ever,” Scott said.
“I bet you like that, huh?” T said to me. “You get to sit back and let Scottie boy make
all the money for you.”
“I’ve earned it.” I’d spent the better part of thirty years building up that yard.
“I guess. Scott, you pack some extra socks?”
“First thing I thought of.”
T taught Scott to wear an extra pair of socks in the woods. Old socks on the outside.
It’s coldest in the morning, so you’ll be warm, and as the day progresses and you have to
take a shit you can shed the the extra socks and wipe your ass. I wondered how many
stained socks T has left out in the woods over the years, if they got carried off by coyotes
or something. I thought about all the catching up I needed to do with Scott, about the time
already lost, and about how T was better at being a father than I was, even though he
didn’t have any kids of his own.
*

*

*

The camp is a three bedroom bunkhouse on stilts that overlooked a nice sandy bend
in the Pascagoula River. I bought the house a few years before Marge died. We made
some good memories there. I remember Marge in a black one-piece and a big straw hat,
watching Scott rake little hills out of the sand and decorating them with black and green
leaves he’d gathered from the edge of the water. At the time, I didn’t think to ask him
what he was building; it could have been a church or a pyramid or something important.
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But I didn’t ask him and that was twenty-five years ago and he probably wouldn’t know
what I was talking about if I were to ask him about it now.
There are two sets of bunk-beds in each room, so that the house can sleep twelve if
need be. I have it worked out with a couple of guys I know so that me and T and whoever
I want can hunt on their lease and they can use the camp, provided they clean up after
themselves and help maintain it. I find in the fridge two sealed jugs of spring water and a
box of baking soda. The trash is taken out and everything is as it should be. Scott had
started unpacking the pathfinder, hauling everything up the stairs and piling them outside
the door on the wraparound porch. T set up the kitchen, and I put some fresh sheets on
three of the bunk-beds, so that we each had a room to ourselves.
After we finished unpacking, we dragged the skiff down to the water and I sat on the
beach and watched T and Scott run a trot-line across the river. They finished at about two
o’clock in the evening and we still had three or four hours of light left, so we pulled the
skiff up onto the bank and headed for the woods to set up tree stands and a blind for the
next day. T pointed out a few tracks near a rivulet. We put up the blind in a swampy area
at the bottom of two hills that had thirty to forty yards of visibility on three sides. Scott
pulled a digital camera from his jacket pocket and snapped a few pictures.
That evening, we ate steak and onions, fresh corn and canned beans. I cracked a
few beers and passed one to T and one to Scott. Scott put his on the table next to his plate
and didn’t touch it after that. We didn’t talk much during dinner; we were too busy
stuffing ourselves. I almost blacked out from eating, and then T pulled out a jar of olives
and announced that we were having martinis.
“I’m not much of a drinker,” Scott said.
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“Just whiskey for me,” I said.
T made martinis anyway. He made them in plastic cups that had cartoon
characters on them, Smurfs, I think. He didn’t seem to be measuring anything; he just put
some gin and olive juice over ice and handed me a cup. It tasted like shit.

“It’s real

good, T,” I said. “I didn’t know you’ve been moonlighting as a bartender.” We drank
those and we had another. Scott showed us some of the pictures he’d taken earlier, and
some of his family that were saved to the camera’s memory.
“We need to plan a family vacation, Scott. Maybe after your sister gets all her shots.
We can bring all the kids on a cruise to Mexico or something.”
“We’ll see.”
T was getting pretty tight, and I must have been doing the same because I had the
damnedest time remembering Scott’s wife’s name and I wanted to pay her a compliment.
Seemed like it started with a J or an N. Nancy, maybe. I knew the kids names, Desiree
and Donna, because I secretly called them Dee-Dee and Do-Do, which made me think of
down and dirty and T’s momma. Maybe I should’ve made up a nickname for the wife,
but she seemed like a decent sort of person and I couldn’t really find any fault with her.
Scott’s never been much of a drinker, maybe because my mother died a drunk twenty
years ago, when she was about my age. My mother had been a drunk since my daddy had
caught himself in his own nets and drowned in the Biloxi Sound. She wasn't a bad
person, but as I got older, I found her less and less dependable. I could have handled that
if I didn’t have Scott to take care of. Her drinking seemed to get a little worse after Marge
died, or maybe I just paid more attention to it because I needed her help. It burned me up
when she promised Scott she’d come see him and he’d get excited and then she’d be a
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no-show. So I wrote her off, and hoped that since Scott was still young, he would
eventually forget about her.
A year or two before she died, she almost drank herself into a coma. I was notified
by one of her neighbors. By the time I arrived, she was being packed away into an
ambulance. I wished she would have died then, but she was taken to the hospital, where
they pumped her stomach and held her for a few days. When they told me that the detox
process was ugly, I was fine with it. I signed her up for a rehab facility in Jackson, and
left the hospital without saying goodbye.
I felt sick, because of the martinis, because of the bad memories. I wondered if he’d
ever dump me into a home like that if I was as broke-down as she was. I helped T into his
bunk and knocked on Scott’s door. He was already in bed. “Do you need anything, son?”
I said.
“I’m fine,” he said. “Get some sleep.”
We were in the woods before sun-up. Scott didn’t bring a gun; he just had his camera
with him. T climbed into one of the tree stands. I’d brought my sidearm and the Henry
rifle and positioned myself in the blind. I took off my jacket and laid back on it and fell
asleep.
I woke up around ten, and got out of the blind. T’s tree stand was to my north, and
Scott was to the east. Since Scott didn’t have a gun on him, I walked east.
He was sitting in his stand, reading a Tom Clancy novel. He had his camera
looped around his neck. “Why don’t you come to the blind?” I said. “We can hang out.”
He followed me back, taking pictures along the way. He said the light was really
good for pictures. I didn’t know what he was talking about.
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At the blind, I offered him I a granola bar and some beef jerky.
“How long are we going to be out here?” he asked.
“Noon, I guess.”
He took the jerky. “Look, I know why we’re out here, and I appreciate it.”
“Me too,” I said.
“Do you want to see these pictures?” he said, holding out his camera. Close-ups
of plants. The sunrise. A squirrel.
“Those are nice,” I said. “They look real professional.”
He scrolled through a few more and smiled.
“I’m serious,” I said. “You could have done that for a living.”
“I think so, too,” he said. “Look at this one.” He held the camera out to me and I
took it. It was a picture of a six-point buck, taken just before sun-up. The buck’s eyes
were balls of red and white from the flash. He had ten or twelve pictures of the same
animal. “He just stood there for me, like he'd posed for pictures before.”
“Isn’t that something?” I said. “Too bad you didn’t have a gun.” I hated myself for
falling asleep.
“I’m okay with it.”
I was about to agree with him, and kick-start one of those tender, bonding
moments we so desperately needed. But we were distracted by the sounds of two
gunshots coming from the north. It was T; he’d bagged the buck.
*

*

*

Kara had the baby on time, no complications. It was girl; Kara named her Patricia.
Scott came to the hospital and left Dee-Dee and Do-Do in the waiting room. I asked him
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to bring them in, but he ignored me.
“She’s a beaut,” he said, like he was describing a fish. “You'll have your hands
full when she turns sixteen.
“I’ll be sixty-six. Still in my prime.”
“I’m happy for you.” He said, shaking my hand. He was always the better man.
We were happy, Kara and me. Patricia was like a do-over for me, and I gave
everything I had to her—and all the warmth I’d withheld from Scott flowed from me. I
bought a new, safer truck, an F-350 diesel, to carry her around in. I was a quick study at
changing diapers, at testing bottle temperatures, at naps.
The good times lasted for about four months before I had the heart attack, before all
the systems in my body started tottering into one another like dominoes that had been
arranged to fall in a great wave. I can't stop them all from falling.
Me and Kara were fooling around—she was on top of me when it happened. She got
excited and started to lactate. She started gushing. She stopped and covered her breasts,
like she was embarrassed, and I pulled her close to me. I told her not to stop, that it was a
turn on. I think she cried a little. “You’re so cool, Hank,” she said, grinding her hips
against me. “You’re so cool.” She rubbed milk into my chest hair and screamed and then
after that I felt a pain in my shoulder and neck like I’d just been hit with a stun-gun.
Things became a blur, and I blacked out.
I remember the darkness. I mean, I remember what I was thinking when I was out. I
imagined Kara repeating, “You’re so cool,” to me until it became a question. “You’re so
cool. You’re so cool. You’re so cool?” And then I thought about that cat that T threw off
Corso’s bridge all those years before and I thought about how, at least back then, at least
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to me, killing was more than just a sport. I saw Tobey, still struggling in that yellow
pillowcase T had put him in, and after he passed that bend in the river, he was picked up
by some bass fisherman and lived out the rest of his life in happiness. And Scott was
there, at the edge of the river—perfect hair, perfect teeth.
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FOUR BOYS IN A FORD, THE FAT ONE DRIVING
The cane pole bent taut and tipped forward in the sand over Paul's bare foot. He
tilted his cap up and pinched the pole with his toes and lay back in the sand. His dog was
fifty yards upwind of him, rolling around in some buried chicken giblets she'd found.
“Get,” he said. The dog looked up at him momentarily and continued rolling around in
the rot. A primer gray Ford Ranger passed over the bridge and the creosote trellises
clapped in syncopation while a red motorcycle and two four-wheelers followed. Paul sat
up and grabbed the pole and slung a bream onto the hot sand and let it flap a bit before
pulling the hook from its mouth. A bit of hotdog dangled from the hook. He pulled the
bait loose and scooped the fish up by the underbelly and pressed the piece of hotdog into
its mouth. Paul broke another piece off from a pack he'd flung in the sand beside him and
pressed it into the fish's mouth. He did this several times before putting the fish into the
creek and loosening his grip. He watched the bream stir back to life and swim sluggishly
from his hand before it vomited the bait and swam downstream. Paul bent the pole and
attached the hook to a staple at the base and planted the pole in the sand and sat rubbing
the sand from his knees. The dog, a Catahoula bitch with icy green eyes, rubbed against
his back and he cussed it, flung sand at it. The dog stepped just out of reach and barked
and Paul threw his cap at it. The bitch belonged to his mother's boyfriend, who was out
on the Gulf putting in his three weeks at an oil rig. Like the boyfriend, the bitch was
something that just had to be waited out.
Paul plucked his cap out of the sand and shook it. He could now hear the fourwheelers plunging up and down the muddy trails along the far-side of the bridge, the
whine of the engines muffled through the trees and kudzu. The dog went to the creek and
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drank, then to the giblets for another roll. Paul glanced down at his gear and the .22
Marlin leaning against his backpack. He picked up the rifle and the pack by the straps and
slung them over his left shoulder and pulled the cane pole out of the sand and listened to
the engines and the occasional hollers of the boys as they bounced through the mud and
sand and brush. He walked toward the path, hoping he could pass by them without
incident.
The first ATV whinnied onto the beach and choked out. The driver, Marty—who
was mostly called Fat Marty by everyone at school—rose up from the seat and began
kicking the starter. His brother, Quentin endured six or seven kicks before yelling for Fat
Marty to get his ass out of his face. He punched Fat Marty in the thighs. “We're here
goddamnit,” he said. Fat Marty sat down and Quentin put his hands on the seat between
his legs and dismounted the four-wheeler from the side. A wiry boy with red hair and half
his left ear missing and a shit-eating grin emerged from the woods, riding a big Suzuki.
He rolled to a stop three feet in front of Fat Marty. Quentin stepped back from Fat Marty
and the Yamaha. The red haired boy gunned the Suzuki and whipped a rooster tail of sand
at Fat Marty. Fat Marty lowered his head and took it. Quentin and the red haired boy
laughed.
Fat Marty was a local celebrity or sorts because he'd failed the tenth grade three
times. After he’d failed the second time, the school counselor advised him to drop out and
get a GED and join the army or learn how to weld or swing a hammer, but Fat Marty said
no. Afterward he bragged to everyone that he would be able to legally buy alcohol his
senior year and would make a mint on Prom night. He was called Fat Marty because he
was fat. He had a flat nose and a perpetually half open mouth and lolling tongue. On this
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day he wore a black tee shirt with a fanged and vicious looking bear on it that said Never
Mess with a Grizzly. He wiped the sand out of his face and spit as he slid off the fourwheeler, which rose a half foot when relieved of him. He picked up a piece of driftwood
and flung it at the red haired boy. Missed. The red haired boy cut the throttle and hopped
off the four-wheeler and stepped away. He bent down and scooped up a handful of sand
and flung it at Fat Marty. “You want some more? Got more if you want it.”
Quentin turned to Paul and waved off the other boys. “Don't worry,” he said.
“This is how they do.” Quentin and Marty were fraternal twins, though Quentin seemed
to have taken all the good genes. He was handsome and smart and had a full ride to State
for baseball. He wanted to be an architect or something. Dark hair, blue eyes, perfect
teeth. Dated all the pretty girls. He had a burn mark that looked like an upside down U on
his left shoulder.
“I'm not worried.” Paul whistled for the Catahoula and turned to go.
“I know you. Have a beer with us. Don't worry about them.”
“I'm not worried and I don't drink.”
“You hunt?” Quentin said, eyeing the rifle.
“Not really.”
“You've got a real warm personality. Sparkling.”
“I don't know.”
“Come on. Lighten up, have a beer. You can just pretend like you're drinking.
That's what I mostly do.”
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The Catahoula bounded up the beach and entangled herself in Fat Marty’s legs.
“Jesus, she smells like rotten shit,” Fat Marty said. He stepped back from dog and pulled
his tee shirt over his nose.
“That can't smell much better,” the red-haired boy said.
“Fuck your mother,” Fat Marty said.
The Catahoula barked and rubbed against Fat Marty's leg. His shoelaces were
tight and the last two sets of aglets were unused and the dirty nylon tongues spilled out
like they were diseased. He kicked the dog and there was a hollow thud and the dog
yelped but stood her ground. She crouched and barked up at Fat Marty. Paul gripped his
rifle and stepped forward. Quentin put his hand on Paul's chest. “Hold up, Oswald,” he
said. Marty wiped something from his leg and looked at the dog. He looked at Quentin
and Paul. He looked at the red haired boy and at the dog again and realized that everyone
was looking at him. He shoved the red haired boy as he passed him and stood ankle deep
in the creek and kicked at the water. He walked in up to his knees and rubbed water on
his leg. The Catahoula slunk to the water's edge and barked at him. Fat Marty cupped his
hands together and scooped water at her and she snapped at the water.
“You see?” Quentin said. “He loves dogs. We all love dogs.”
Paul shrugged his backpack off his shoulder and let it and the cane pole fall to the
sand. He whistled and the Catahoula perked her ears and looked at Paul momentarily
before turning back to Fat Marty. The red haired boy walked toward Paul and Quentin,
his steps sinking in the sand with pneumatic sighs. He wore big sunglasses that had
rhinestones on the sides and looked like they were intended for a woman. He was
barefoot and wore tight blue jeans and a big brass-plated belt buckle that showed the
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front of a Peterbilt semi. He was shirtless and had the same upside-down U on his
shoulder as Quentin. He looked up at Paul and then at Quentin. “Who's this?” he said.
Quentin made introductions and Paul shook his hand. The boy's name was Brandon.
Brandon turned and spit through his teeth on the ground. He had a two inch scratch on the
base of his neck that was still bleeding. The scent of honeysuckles rolled over them in a
warm breeze. Brandon looked at the rifle. “You a hunter?”
“No.”
“You just like to blow shit up?”
“I guess.”
“Let's see it.”
“Wait a minute,” Quentin said. “Get the man a beer or something. You can't just
walk up and ask him to shoot something.”
“What do you want me to shoot?” Paul could hear a truck door slamming on one
of the trails by the bridge and a man’s voice. The man had an accent and after a few
moments Paul could tell that he was talking on a cell phone. Paul heard a metal clank of a
tailgate being opened and the man saying something in Spanish. Quentin walked into the
woods toward the truck.
“I don't know,” Brandon said to Paul. “I guess you can shoot Marty. He probably
wouldn't feel it.” Paul fished a cartridge out of his pocket and slid it into the chamber and
pushed the bolt forward. The Catahoula was in the water with Fat Marty and Fat Marty
splashed her and patted her shoulders. He held her so that she didn’t have to swim
anymore and ladled water over her head with his hand.
“I was kidding,” Brandon said.
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“I'm not going to shoot him,” Paul said. “Pick out something. A piece of trash.”
“I'm still tempted to suggest you shoot Marty; there ain't a bigger piece of trash on
the creek.”
“Leave Marty alone,” Quentin said, bent sideways from the weight of a blue icechest. “This is Juan by the way,” he said, nodding at the man holding the other side of the
ice-chest. “Juan. Paul.” Juan reminded Paul of Burt Reynolds in Smokey and the Bandit,
except Juan was darker and not wearing a cowboy hat. But he had a head of hair like a
helmet and a magnificent mustache that seemed decades out of place.
There was a burnt out campfire about two hundred yards upstream. Among the
ashes were a number of cans, black and gold and metallic red. Brandon told him to shoot
the one farthest left. Paul popped the lens cap off the scope and shouldered the little rifle
and the gun popped flatly and the can jumped and Paul shot it twice more before it fully
came to rest. The Catahoula squirmed out of Fat Marty's grasp and ran toward Paul and
lay down beside him, ready to spring.
“She's trained?” Juan said. He meted out cans of Pabst Blue Ribbon from the icechest.
Paul looked down at the dog. “No. That's the first time she's done that.” When he
said this it struck him that he didn't know anything about this animal. Maybe the dog was
trained. He wasn't sure why this bothered him, why it provoked a sudden lonesomeness
in him. He spent most of his time alone and got by most days without speaking more than
a few dozen words. People made him nervous. He had always thought himself good at
subsisting, at being able to survive without all the frills of friendship. He fantasized about
apocalypses, about being the last person on Earth. Nuclear holocaust, asteroids, wrath of
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God, zombies. He liked thinking about an empty planet. He’d be good at stepping around
in an empty world, he thought. Better at it than most, at least. But the dog reminded him
that there were many things he did not know, things he would never fully understand,
things he could never gain dominion over. He counted on people to be inconsistent; it was
their only consistent trait. Now there was this dog—and who knew what else it was
capable of, what its history was.
“That's some shooting,” Quentin said. “How'd you do that?”
“I aimed and pulled the trigger.” This rifle is consistent, he thought. The cans.
“Damnitman,” Quentin said. “That's some shooting.”
Juan took a few steps toward the creek and lobbed an unopened beer into the
water. “Do it again.” The can splashed down a few feet from Fat Marty and reemerged
glinting twenty feet downstream. It was about thirty yards away. Paul aimed from the hip
and shot and the can exploded and foamed and sank from sight. The Catahoula raised and
lowered her haunches and inched forward in the sand. She barked.
“I can do that,” Brandon said, hiking up his jeans. “Let me try it, Pat.”
“Paul,” Quentin said. “His name is Paul.”
“Let me try it, Paul.”
Paul handed him the rifle. “There’s about ten left.”
“I only need one of them sumbucks.” Brandon grasped the little rifle by the
forestock and held it upright. “What should I shoot?” he said. “Can I shoot a bird?”
“I don’t care,” Paul said.
“Don’t shoot a bird,” Quentin said. “It’s bad luck.”
“No it ain’t. Not if we eat it.”
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“You see a fucking turkey around here?” Quentin said. “It doesn’t matter. You
can’t even hit those cans.”
“Bet me.” Brandon shifted the rifle to his left hand and the beer he was holding to
his right. He drank and wiped his mouth with the top of his wrist.
“You don’t want to bet,” Quentin said.
“You're a chickenshit,” Brandon said. He turned to Juan. “How do you say
chickenshit in Mexican?”
“Pollo mierda.” Juan was sitting atop the ice-chest, digging his bare feet into the
sand and pushing buttons on his phone.
“That’s what you are, pojo murder.”
“Fuck off. I’ll bet,” Quentin said. “You miss; I get your belt buckle.”
“And if I hit it?”
“I don’t know. Name your terms.”
“A hundred dollars,” Brandon said, fingering the trigger.
“That fucking belt buckle isn’t worth two dollars.”
“This is my daddy’s belt buckle. My real daddy. You know what it’s worth to me.”
“It’s not worth shit to me.”
“Then what do you want it for?”
“So you don’t have it, dummy.”
“Ten dollars then.” Brandon spit on the ground.
“All right.”
Brandon raised the rifle and looked through the scope at the burnt out campfire.
He lowered the rifle. “Which one you want me to hit?”
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“It doesn’t matter. You’re not going to hit any of them.”
“We got a wager here,” Brandon said. “This is serious business.”
“Well pick a fucking can and shoot at it—I don’t care. Better yet, let me just give
you ten dollars and you shut your mouth.” Quentin poured beer on both his shoulders and
rubbed.
“I’m shooting the one on the far right.” Brandon raised the rifle again and took a
slow deep breath.
“Well shoot already,” Quentin said.
Brandon lowered the rifle. “Shut up.”
“Do it then, pojo murder.”
Quentin took aim and lowered the gun again. He walked to the Suzuki and used
the back rack as a rest. He aimed, fired. He hit the same can Paul had shot. He lowered
the rifle and smiled triumphantly. “Where’s my ten dollars, motherfucker?”
“Was that the one you were aiming at?” Quentin said.
“I called it, didn’t I?”
“You called the one on the right. You shot the one on the left.”
Fat Marty and the Catahoula were playing fetch with sticks Fat Marty dredged up
from the creek bottom. The sticks wouldn't float, and the dog kept coming back emptyhanded. Brandon looked at the cans and then back at Paul. Paul was not smiling. Quentin
was. “You said it didn’t matter which one I hit,” Brandon said.
“That was before you called it.”
“I shot the one I was aiming at.”
“You don’t know your right from your left, dummy?”
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“I got distracted.” Brandon said. Quentin shrugged and sipped his beer, his dark
hair falling back from his face. He swished the beer around his mouth and swallowed and
took another sip. Brandon held the rifle under his arm and unbuckled his belt. He handed
the belt to Quentin and his jeans sagged and his hipbones appeared sharp and bovine
“Just the buckle,” Quentin said.
“I don’t want to bust the snaps. They’re rusted shut.”
“Suit yourself.” Quentin took the belt and slung it over his shoulder.
“You’re not really going to keep it are you? It was my daddy’s.”
“Damn right I am.”
“Come on Quentin. You know that it means something to me.”
“My brother means something to me.”
“Come on now. I was just kidding him a little. Anyway, I was distracted.”
“It was your idea to make a stupid bet. Just like it was your idea to not know right
from left.” Quentin pulled the belt from his shoulder and dangled it at his side. The
buckle danced along the ground in small circles. “You want it back?” he said.
“Well I wouldn’t be begging for it if I didn’t want it back.”
“Sarcasm will get you nowhere with me.”
“That’s not sarcasm,” Brandon said.
“Well fuck me, you’re right. Still not getting your belt back.”
“Cut the shit. What's it going to take?”
“I want you to play William Tell with Paul here.”
Brandon gripped the rifle and stepped back. “What?”
“I want you to play William Tell. You know—the guy with the apple.” Quentin
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poured more beer on his shoulder and rubbed it in. He drank some and threw the empty
can at the ice-chest and it landed in the sand nearby. He took his wallet from his back
pocket, unfolded it, and pulled out a toothpick wrapped in plastic from behind his driver's
license.
“The guy that invented gravity?”
“How in the hell did you make it past the fifth grade?” He pushed the toothpick
through the plastic and put the toothpick in his mouth and the wrapper in his pocket.
“My good looks.”
“If you want your belt back, you have to put a beer can on your head, and let Paul
here shoot it off.”
Brandon considered this, looking at the brass buckle and then the rifle and at the
buckle again. He looked at Paul. “I’ll do it,” he said. He handed the rifle to Paul
“You’ll do it?” Quentin said. “Are you sure? You're not betting dead daddy's truck
stop belt buckle here.”
Brandon called for Juan to throw him a beer. Juan muttered something and stood,
still looking at his phone. He tossed the beer and Brandon downed it and set the can on
his head. “Like this?” he said. He held his arms out like he was balancing a tightrope.
“You have to walk out a ways,” Quentin said.
“You didn’t say nothing about that. He can shoot it off from here.”
“You’re at point blank range. He can’t miss.”
“Exactly.”
“There’s no challenge in that.”
“Do you want him to miss?”
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“No.”
“Then let him shoot it from here.”
Quentin threw the belt down. “Just take the goddamned thing.”
Brandon dropped down and the can fell from his head as he stooped to pick up his
belt. Juan was sitting by the water now, nuzzling the Catahoula with his right hand,
holding a cigarette and a beer with his left. His cell phone rang from somewhere on the
Suzuki and he stood to answer it. Fat Marty took his shirt off and tossed it to Juan who
caught it and carried it with him. Fat Marty had the beginnings of a homemade tattoo on
his back. It was something written. His name maybe.
*

*

*

A week later Brandon thumbed the flint-wheel of a Bick and held the lighter
sideways so that the flame lapped the metal. “It isn’t the coolest thing ever. But we’ve all
got one already. I wanted to use my belt buckle, but all the rest of the guys are pussies.”
“Why didn’t you just do it to yourself, then?” Paul asked. He had his shirt
unbuttoned and the sleeves pulled down to his elbows. His shoulders were narrow and
bony and his skin was bronzed and peeling in places.
“I would’ve, but it don’t mean nothing when you do it to yourself. I asked
Quentin to do it. He said I’d end up in the hospital with a burn like that. I wouldn’t trust
the other two do it.” When the lighter was hot enough he told Paul to keep still and held
the lighter to his left shoulder. A small gasp like a match dipped into water. The sensation
jolted through Paul’s arms and heart and settled in his throat.
“That’s it,” Brandon said. “You got your stripes.” The blister was already rising,
filling with clear serous liquid. It looked more like an upside A than a U. “Don’t touch it.”
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Brandon lived in a single wide trailer at the edge of his parents’ property; they had
just finished a three story party house with a manmade lake and said they couldn’t have
any peace with Brandon in the house. His mother was a former rodeo queen and his stepfather was a deep sea welding specialist. Brandon’s trailer was cater-cornered at the far
end of a twenty acre field, set apart from the house by a rectangular plot of seven-yearold Cherrybark Oak. The plot was Brandon’s—his retirement fund, he’d said—and would
be ripe for harvest when he was sixty, barring an act of God.
“I kind of miss living in a trailer,” Paul said. When Paul was six or seven, his
mother dated a man who put up high tensile wire fencing. He had a rig that unspooled
wire from spindles made out of angle iron. They stayed in the man’s travel trailer for the
Christmas holidays one year. The trailer was on a hill overlooking a frozen pond and his
mother would bundle him up and take him down to it. He made short dashes on the ice in
his cowboy boots and she clapped for him and called him a darling.
“I like the sound the rain makes. You know—when it’s really coming down,”
Brandon said. “Plus, I don’t have to worry about walking in on my parents fucking.”
“You know it should be the other way around.”
“No luck there. Anyway, there isn’t any girl over fifteen that would get with me
that Juan hasn’t nailed. And I’m not swimming in the same hole as that dirty bastard.”
“How old is he?” Paul said.
“I don’t know. Twenty-three, twenty-four maybe. He can party legally anyway.
That’s how he gets so much ass. It’s fucked up, but what can you do? He likes to pop
cherries.”
“I like that trailers have vents on the floors and you can stand over them,” Paul
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said. He didn’t know why he had to say that; it wasn’t like him. “I like the way the heat
rises up through you.”
“You can probably bandage that now. Anyway, Juan wires car stereos for a
living—got his own business and everything. If you need a job, he can probably hook
you up.” Brandon looked through a catchall drawer in the kitchen for a Band-Aid. He
couldn't find one so he suggested that they walk the fields and shoot something.
The Cherrybark Oaks were planted nine feet apart and were about fifteen or
sixteen feet tall. Brandon said that there were twenty-six hundred oaks on his four acres.
Squirrels were a problem, Brandon said, as were birds and rabbits; they ate acorns. Paul
didn’t understand why this was a problem. But the short of it was that they each had a
twenty gauge shotgun and were walking the rows looking for vermin. The plot was
rectangular; three hundred trees by eight hundred something trees. The air was cool and
quiet in the middle of the grove. Like standing in the middle of an empty church.
Everything quiet, everything cool. The grass was short and sparse, starved out by the
shade of the little oaks.
*

*

*

These boys spent most of their weekends drinking around a fire built out of crates
in the field next to Brandon’s trailer. They built fires even in hot weather. Sometimes girls
were there.
In addition to his four-wheeler, Juan had a 1978 Dodge Charger, the red paint
faded, the seats and dashboard cracked and torn. A tachometer mounted to the floorboard.
The back seat was all speakers and amps and sometimes he would park in between the
fire and the trailer and deejay. He had a remote on his keychain. One night, a husky
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blonde named Sally rode in with Juan. Sophomore, captain of the fast-pitch softball team
and the soccer team, freckled and muscular. She was the girl that everyone knew would
eventually dyke out—even in fifth and sixth grade, before most of them really knew what
being a dyke entailed. She tried wearing makeup once and ended up looking like a clown.
That day during recess she knocked a boy named Frank Williams on his ass for
snickering about her makeup and broke his nose and nobody ever picked on her after that.
Quentin was passed out on an inflatable mattress in the bed of Fat Marty’s truck;
he had a ballgame the following morning. Brandon and Fat Marty were in the trailer,
watching Dexter. Intermittently, they would emerge from the trailer and yell at Juan to
turn the music down. He did not.
Paul watched them across the fire, Juan and the girl. Juan plying her with shots,
telling her how well she filled out, cupping her small breasts in his long brown hands. He
played Janis Joplin and she mouthed the words and grinded against Juan and ran her
hands through his hair and told him how much she loved it because it reminded her so
much of her daddy. He nodded to Paul and smiled. Sally saw the exchange and made her
way over to Paul, stumbling over the embers of a stray log in her white New Balances,
her pale freckled legs flickering in the firelight.
“I know you,” she said. “You’re that guy.”
“I am that guy,” Paul said. He smelled the burnt hair and saw the little balled up
hairs on her wrist. He put his hands in his pocket.
“You let me cheat off your biology test that time,” she said.
“Yep,” Paul said. He was never in any classes with her; he was a grade ahead of
her.
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“You got a cigarette?”
“I don’t smoke.”
“Me neither,” she said. “Peter, right?”
“Yep.”
Brandon came out of the trailer, barefoot, his camouflage pants rolled up to his
knees. He was eating a banana. Fat Marty followed smoking the butt of a cigarette,
holding a can of Dust-Off and a white rag. He stepped past Brandon onto the wooden
porch and stamped the cigarette out on the porch railing and flicked it toward the fire. Fat
Marty sprayed the dish towel with the Dust-Off and held the towel over his mouth and
breathed in. Paul asked Brandon for the keys to his motorcycle and Brandon fished them
out of his pocket and threw them to Paul. Sally caught the keys with her left hand. “You
gonna take me for a ride?” she said. She smiled and grabbed his arm to steady herself,
dropping the keys in the process. She bent over to find the keys and fell back. She had
spilt beer on her leg and up her khaki shorts. Paul offered to help, but Juan interceded. He
had the bottle of schnapps in his back pocket. Juan picked the keys off the ground and
handed them to Paul. “I got this, friend,” he said. He put his hands on her lower back and
she latched onto his neck and locked her legs and he tilted her up off the ground. Fat
Marty soaked the towel again and handed it to Brandon.
Paul rode across the field until he found a gravel driveway leading past the house
and to an asphalt road filled with pot-holes and curves that in turn led to a quiet stretch of
highway. He opened up the Drifter and the world fell away and it was just him and a
machine. He let the needle wind past a hundred until an air pocket lifted him and the
motorcycle momentarily off the ground and then he eased back on the throttle. There was
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no moon, only stars. Paul felt the scar on his shoulder, healed and firm. Like a caterpillar
nestled under his skin, bristling eternal. After riding for half an hour, Paul circled the
Drifter and headed back.
When Paul returned, Fat Marty was in the back of his truck, his hands and feet
bound with yellow nylon rope. Quentin was standing over him, sweating. Brandon’s face
was swollen and red on the one side, as though he’d run full speed into a tree. Juan was
gone, as was the girl. Quentin and Brandon looked at Paul. “You missed it,” Brandon
said. “He went nuts.”
“I can’t deal with this shit,” Quentin said. He told Fat Marty to keep quiet. Fat
Marty cried and said that in the eighth grade his algebra teacher told him that he’d either
end up picking up garbage on the side of the highway in an orange jumpsuit or working
as a fry cook somewhere—that his life would never amount to anything more than that.
He said he wanted to go to engineer school like his brother but that he was too dumb.
“What the fuck am I supposed to do with that?” Quentin said. He jumped out of
the truck and rubbed his hair back. He slapped Brandon to the ground and asked him why
he let his brother poison himself like that. Brandon kicked Quentin’s legs from beneath
him and they rolled around until Quentin pinned his arms. Brandon stopped struggling
and Quentin let him up. Quentin sat with his back against the rear tire.
Paul hopped into the bed of the truck and sat on the wheel-well. He told Fat Marty
that he would take care of him, that he was only dreaming and that he would soon wake.
Fat Marty was twisting his wrists and his wrists were staining the rope with blood. Paul
told him to stop crying and to count to ten and then he would cut the ropes. He did, and
Paul pulled his pocket knife and sawed the ropes free. Paul wanted to tell Fat Marty that
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he could be anything he wanted if he tried hard enough but he couldn't bring himself to
do so. So he recounted for Fat Marty a movie he saw on TBS once called The Princess
Bride and acted like he made the story up himself. Fat Marty sat up with his back against
the bed of the truck and listened, his hands in his lap. Quentin and Joe stood and hung
over the truck and listened. At some parts, they helped with the telling.
*

*

*

Quentin yelled to Paul through the Ford’s sliding glass window that they had
something special planned for him. The wind combed Paul’s hair over his face as he
looked at the road behind the truck. Yellow dashes and the silver backs of traffic signs.
Fat Marty was driving, and Quentin and Brandon were in the cab with him, listening to
Paul Harvey on the radio. Brandon on the passenger side, and Quentin in the middle
straddling the shifter. At one point Quentin slapped Brandon’s chest with the back of his
hand and said, “I told you he was talking about Hitler! I fucking knew it.” Paul pulled his
jacket tight around him and sat on the bed, out of the wind. He wondered how many
times Quentin had heard Paul Harvey tell this story, or if Paul Harvey was still alive, or
why he was on the radio at eleven o’clock at night; Paul thought maybe he had died last
year.
The truck slowed and Paul’s back pressed the cab and Fat Marty yelled “fourth!”
and Quentin shifted gears. The truck jerked and the tires barked and Fat Marty raised hell
because Quentin had shifted into second. Fat Marty reached for the stick and Quentin
slapped his hand away. Fat Marty pressed the clutch in and coasted and called for first
gear. They drove for an hour and Paul lay back, using as a pillow a dirty beach towel he’d
found. He fell asleep and had a dream about his mother counting apples on a tree and
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woke and wondered about the dream and decided that it meant nothing even though it
nagged at him. His mother’s boyfriend had come home a few months back and petted the
dog and ate sandwiches and played drums and then he went out into the Gulf again. Then
there was a big explosion on one of the rigs and the boyfriend came back and then left for
a job he had waiting on him in Corpus Christi. He took the Catahoula and the drum set
with him. Then his mother went on a diet and worked more hours at the bank.
Sometimes, when she came home from work, she’d pull things out the refrigerator and
put them on the counter. Mustard and mayonnaise and sliced tomato. A jar of pickles.
Then she’d stop herself and put the things back in the refrigerator.
Paul sat up and saw that they were passing through a town. He asked how much
longer and Quentin told him that they were close. They pulled off the road and Fat Marty
cut the lights to the truck. “Here’s the deal,” Quentin said. “We got you a dirt bike picked
out. I spotted it on the bus coming back from a game. All we have to do is pick it up.”
“We're stealing it?” Paul said.
“Yep,” Brandon said. “For his part, Juan'll get some new VINs at a junkyard and
paint that sumbuck and presto motherfucker—you got a KLR 650. Street legal and
everything.”
Paul looked at his hands; they were blue and numb from the cold. He hadn't
noticed before that. He needed some gloves. He would need some gloves for the bike.
“You guys would do this for me?” he said. A helmet. Some riding boots.
“You're our boy, motherfucker,” Brandon said.
Fat Marty drove them through a run-down neighborhood. Trailers and Katrina
cottages and gutted houses. The bike was hooked to a slow charge under a makeshift
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lean-to made from PVC siding that almost matched the trailer it was attached to. There
was a chain-link fence behind the trailer. Fat Marty cut the headlights and stopped and
Quentin and Brandon got out of the truck. Quentin motioned for Paul to stay in the truck
and he and Brandon ran hunched over to the lean-to. From the truck, he could hear them
talking and a train rattling along in the far distance. The neighborhood was otherwise
quiet. No wind, no dogs. Quentin pulled his jacket sleeves over his hand and unhooked
the battery charger from the bike as Brandon held the seat. Then a dog barked and
charged the chain-link fence. A dachshund. Another dog barked from somewhere else.
“Push, goddamnit,” Quentin said, and they pushed the bike across the yard until the seat
fell off and Brandon reached for it and the bike fell over. They picked it up—they were
only a few feet from the truck now—and Paul hopped out of the truck and ran toward
them. Quentin told him to open the tailgate. Paul fumbled for the latch and pulled and the
tailgate came unhinged and swung to the left. “Goddamnit. Goddamnit.” They tried
lifting the motorcycle but couldn't quite clear the bed. They lifted again and this time Fat
Marty opened his door and jumped out to help leaving the truck in first and the truck
lurched forward and stalled out and the bike fell to the ground again. A light was turned
on inside the trailer. Fat Marty grabbed the bike and together he and Quentin hoisted the
bike into the truck. Paul jumped in and Quentin hollered for them to go and they went.
They sped out of the neighborhood, and Paul heard Quentin telling Fat Marty to
slow down, to keep his head. Fat Marty sped through the town anyway. He drove through
a red-light and then a block later two police cruisers passed them, blue lights whirling.
Paul kept down in the truck, his left hand wrapped tight around the front tire, his fingers
sore, and the knobs of the tire pressing into his palm. They veered right and the bike slid
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to the back of the truck and pushed against the tailgate. Then a left and another right and
the tailgate gave and came unhinged and swung left and soon thereafter fell off and
skidded and sparked against the asphalt. Fat Marty hit the brakes and Quentin told him to
keep going. Then the bike went, and with it went Paul.
His hip was burning from where he hit the pavement, and there was blood but he
could not determine if it came from his hands or his chin. He thought maybe his leg was
broken. He saw the taillights of the truck fade and disappear around a curve. The truck
had not slowed.
He pulled himself off the road to a ditch. The ditch was muddy and overgrown
with weeds. The bike was in the middle of the road with pieces of broken fender spread
behind it. He pulled himself up the embankment and flipped over onto his back. Like a
fucking turtle. He looked up at the pines piked against the dark blue sky. I'm the last
person on earth, he said to himself. I can make it.
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PAUL IN SPACE
There were only six people at Paul’s mother’s funeral. Bert the mailman, dressed
in his blue uniform. Three women from the bank his mother worked at; Paul didn’t know
their names. And then there was P.T., the latest in a long line of live-in boyfriends, who
officiated, having received his minister’s license online from a church in California.
His mother had died in a fluke accident at work. A ceiling tile had fallen on her
head, knocking her unconscious, and she struck her temple against the corner of her cash
drawer on the way to the floor. One of the women from the bank said she spasmed for ten
minutes before the ambulance arrived. His mother had wet herself and the floor, and the
paramedics’ sneakers squeaked against the slate flooring as they knelt and shifted over
her. She lived for another three days in the hospital before dying.
Paul had hoped that the oddness of it all would attract a few more mourners. He
didn’t care if the grieving was fake—anything to fill the seats. But, he was only seventeen
and didn’t have money for a funeral, and the bank didn’t offer up anything but
condolences, so P.T. ended up picking up the tab. It was a small affair—“intimate”
according to P.T.—on the front lawn of their house, in the middle of the afternoon on a
Wednesday when, other than himself, P.T. and the mailman, only the most determined
gossips would find time to attend.
P.T. tucked the bronzed urn under his left arm like a football, and squinted and
read a Psalm from the Bible he held extended in his right hand. He was squat and
balding, dressed in blue jeans and a green polo shirt. Paul thought he looked like a TV
cop, covered in sweat and telling clues about his character—a ketchup stain at the hem of
his shirt, a tan-line from an absent wrist-watch. He knew that P.T. had been in the
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Merchant Marine, where perhaps he’d adopted a philosophical attitude that made it easy
for him to agree with almost anything.
One of the women from the bank began weeping, and Bert the mailman took her
by the hand. Then they eulogized her. P.T. was first, with something about how his lover
loved the stars and loved life, and then one of the bank women said something about how
Marilyn could add anything in her head, that she was a walking calculator. The mailman
said something about a time he twisted his ankle while stepping out of his mail-car and
how she iced the ankle down and made him lunch. And then another woman from the
bank stood and said the same thing the first woman did, about his mother being a walking
calculator.
Paul didn’t say anything. It was his mother, he thought—what could he say? He
was still a boy; he didn’t have to say anything. P.T. handed him the urn and he uncapped
it and poured it on the ground. The ashes piled into a ragged clump and wisped away, bit
by bit. Nobody moved. After a time, P.T. extended his Bible and read another random
psalm. “How long will you defend the unjust and show partiality to the wicked? Selah.
Defend the cause of the weak and fatherless; maintain the right of the poor and the
oppressed. Rescue the weak and needy; deliver them from the hand of the wicked.” He
kept going, on and on, until the clump of ashes had been blown about and was no more
than a gray patch that clung to the grass like blight.
P.T. invited everyone into the house for a drink. They had beer and rum and
orange juice, P.T. told them. No one would stay, except for Paul and P.T. Before she left,
one of the women from the bank asked if they could have a cutting from the gardenias
growing alongside the porch. This one was about forty, heavy set, with bobbed red hair.
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“It would be like Marilyn could keep on,” she said. “I’d take good care of it.”
When Paul didn’t answer right away, P.T. told the woman she “could dig up the
entire thing if she wanted.” The woman smiled furtively and asked for a knife and P.T.
motioned for her to follow him into the house. The woman turned to the other two
women, who were already sitting in a black Buick, and signaled for them to wait. She
nodded to Paul as she walked past him into the house, the screen door slamming shut
behind her. Paul could hear P.T. directing the woman to a pair of scissors in the junk
drawer by the refrigerator. Paul sat on the porch-swing and surveyed the yard. His mother
had been asking him to mow for a week before she died. It wasn’t that bad, Paul thought.
The wildflowers made everything nice, gave the yard some color.
“Let’s have a drink,” P.T. said, as the woman came out, the screen door slamming
again behind her. She held the scissors and a few plastic grocery bags and steadied herself
against the railing as she descended the three porch steps. She nodded again to Paul,
forced a smile.
“You’re old enough for a drink, huh?” P.T. said, through the screen door. In his
hand, he held two opened bottles of beer.
“No,” Paul said. “She wouldn’t want me to start drinking.”
“Have a drink,” P.T. said. “It won’t ruin you.”
Paul turned to go inside. P.T. opened the screen for him and told the woman she
could leave the scissors on the porch. Paul took one of the beers from P.T.—it was cold
and beaded with condensation. He sipped it. The window unit in the living room hummed
on and blew the off white curtains into the shape of a sail. The curtain billowed and
folded out and fell back against the window unit and quickly filled and rose and fell

63
again.
P.T. washed his hands in the kitchen sink and then used the hem of his shirt to dry
them. “Another ambulance chaser called for you,” P.T. said. “This is the third one. You
should let one of them sue those bastards for you. I know the perfect guy for it.”
“It was an accident. I’m not suing.”
“Negligence,” P.T. said. “If they’d have fixed that drip, your momma would still
be alive. Anyway, they got money. They’re a bank for Christ’s sake. Sue the bastards.
Hell, it’d probably never see court.”
“What do you care?”
“Trust fund, kiddo,” P.T. said. “You want a shot of rum? I’m going to have a
shot.”
“No,” Paul said. “I don’t know.”
“Look, kiddo. You’re going to be all right. Old P.T.’s going to make sure of it.”
“When are you leaving?”
“I can leave right now. It’s your house,” P.T. said. “You want me to leave?”
“No,” Paul said. He didn’t have anyone else. They both knew that. His biological
father had died in a car-wreck before he was born, and he’d never met anyone from his
mother’s side. They lived somewhere in Oregon, at the opposite corner of the country.
They probably didn’t get the news of Marilyn’s passing; if they had, they didn’t mind.
“You don’t have to leave.”
“Drink your beer.” P.T. unscrewed the bottle of Bacardi and poured two shots.
“Your mother was a good woman. I’ve known lot of women, kiddo. She was a good
one.”

64
“You were only with her for two months. You probably don’t even know my
name.”
“It’s Paul. I know your name.”
“My full name.”
“You don’t know my full name, either.” P.T. set his beer on the counter and
rubbed his temples. He pinched the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger.
“Look kid, we need to think about your future. You’re going to want me to adopt you if
you want to stay here.”
“I’ll get emancipated,” Paul said. “I’ll be eighteen in a few months anyhow.”
“Or, you could get emancipated,” P.T. said, drinking his glass of rum. “That’s
probably easier. I’m just saying.”
Paul took his shot. He’d never drunk straight liquor before. He held his hand over
his nose and coughed the rum into the sink. P.T. put his hand on Paul’s shoulder. Paul
pushed him away. “It sounds like you want to adopt me and sue the bank and get rich off
my momma dying.”
“Yeah. I guess it does,” P.T. said. “The thought kind of crossed my mind. It’s
fucked up, I know—but I’m just being honest here.” P.T.’s eyes were light blue, almost
cloudy. He had a genuine smile.
“How did my mother ever hook up with a guy like you?” Paul said. The top of his
throat was still burning from the rum.
“She was lonely and horny. I was lonely and horny. Look, we don’t have to talk
about it.”
“I can talk about it. She wasn’t much of a mother,” Paul said, thinking this would
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make him sound mature, in some way. He drank from his beer. “I shouldn’t say that. She
wasn’t bad.”
“Look, kiddo. You can’t say anything to offend me, and nothing that I haven’t
thought of already. I’ve seen all kinds of fucked up things. All kinds of sin. I’m probably
sinning right now and don’t even know it.”
“Lechery, deceit,” Paul said.
“Look at you. See, she did all right with you,” P.T. said. “You’re not a drunk, are
you? Not on drugs. You can use pretty words.” He sucked half of his beer down in one
brief upturn of the bottle. “Look I don’t want anything from you. I have enough money to
get by. I’m a drunk and grateful of it. I don’t need your problems.”
“What do you want, then?”
“I don’t know. Maybe I do want your problems. Never had a son.”
“I’m not your son.”
“I don’t mean that. I don’t know what I mean.”
*

*

*

The first few months went just fine. Marilyn had a small life insurance policy with
the bank, so the bills were paid for a few months. And since Paul was a senior, and drove
his mother’s Chevrolet Celebrity station wagon to school, P.T. didn’t have to wake up
early. P.T. woke up anyway, and made coffee, and ritualistically asked the boy if he
needed money for gas or lunch. Paul never accepted.
Paul went to school. He didn’t have the frame to play football—he was almost six
feet, but his shoulders were narrow and he had gangly, almost delicate arms. He never
showed interest in basketball, or debate, or chess, or anything for that matter. He didn’t
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excel in his studies. He just went. Sometimes, his Vo-tech instructor would compliment
him on a weld on the bus ride back from the shop, but otherwise, Paul faded into a crowd
of nobodies, and no one mentioned his name. He was that guy—the mystery guy in the
yearbook, the guy nobody would remember.
Most days, when Paul came home from school, P.T. would try to have some
project for them to work on together. First it was a stripped down Triumph Bonneville
from the seventies that P.T. won in a card game. “Let’s rebuild it,” P.T. told him. And they
tried, and they disassembled the whole block and had a mechanic shop bore out the head,
before realizing they would have to sink a small fortune into the project, at least enough
to buy two such bikes in mint condition. And then one day Paul drove home from school
and the brakes on the station wagon failed. He ran directly over the Triumph and totaled
both vehicles.
After that, it was retiling the showers. They gave up on this and bought a linoleum
cover that they could glue in. After that, they tried throwing knives. They failed at this,
and then they were on to guns, and P.T. bought Paul a .38 Taurus and himself a P22
Walther. Paul was good at shooting, but it bored him. They tried cooking and filled the
house with the most awful of smells. P.T. bought a saltwater aquarium and a rare dwarf
octopus but it died after a week.
All these failures seemed to have a point, though. They were those little things
that they needed to go through together. During the Christmas break, almost six months
after Marilyn’s funeral, P.T. told Paul a secret. A half-empty bottle of Sailor Jerry’s sat on
the dining room table between them. Paul overhand shuffled the cards and passed the
deck to P.T., and P.T. knocked them lightly with his knuckles. “Look, kiddo,” P.T. said. “I
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have money that doesn’t quite belong to me, but it doesn’t really belong to anyone else
either. Do you understand?”
“Who would understand that?” Paul looked at him and dealt. Seven card no peek.
“I was a bagboy at Kroger’s. I was on a break and a semi backed a trailer into me.
Not really, but that was the story. I acted like a retard for a couple of months, and I got a
nice settlement check. It was the best thing I ever did.”
“So, you’re not really retarded?” Paul said. “You didn’t ante.”
P.T. put in two matchsticks. “I’m trying to make a point here. I didn’t really get
hurt, but it was my ticket out. I mean, who cares if some company gets fleeced a couple
of dollars. They’ll file it as a tax deduction, and the government pays for it. And we know
who pays for the government. You and me, kiddo,” P.T. said, gesturing his thumb back
and forth between them. He put in five more matchsticks.
“You don’t pay taxes.” Paul said, matching P.T.’s five.
“Your ass, I don’t.” P.T. turned over a queen and bet the limit, ten.
“On what? You don’t work,” Paul said. He matched him again and began flipping
over his cards. Two of hearts. Four of Spades. Ten of Spades. Jack of Diamonds.
“On my assets.”
“The assets you scammed,” Paul said. Three of diamonds. Seven of clubs. Six of
hearts. “I think I dealt myself the worst possible hand.”
“I’ve seen worse,” P.T. said, raking in the pile of matchsticks. He stacked them
neatly in front of him. “Anyway, you’re missing the point. And you don’t pay taxes,
either. The point is you have a bona fide complaint. This could set you up for life. Just get
a lawyer and see what happens.”
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Eventually, Paul did hire a lawyer, one of P.T.’s drinking buddies. The lawyer
wore a cheap suit and white tennis shoes, and a tattoo on his right forearm that said NOT
GUILTY in block lettering. The lawyer was tall, but almost as rotund as P.T. and had
short dark hair and a well groomed moustache and goatee. He’d come to the house to
meet Paul. P.T. called the lawyer Angel—which, as Paul later learned, was unfortunately
this man’s real name.
Paul took the lawyer’s hand to shake. It was smooth, but he had a powerful,
enveloping grip. Angel smiled and Paul noted his right incisor was capped in gold and
was embedded with a small diamond.
“Paul has to be up in the morning, so we’ll have to cut this off at around ten,” P.T.
said.
“Most of us do,” Angel said.
“Most of us do what?” P.T. said.
“We have something to do in the morning. I just power through it.” Angel rubbed
his head, and took a bottle of beer and a shot-glass full of rum from P.T.
P.T. had the same set-up. Paul just had a beer.
“Irish handcuffs,” Angel said, holding up the beer and the shot-glass. Nodding
toward Paul, he said, “If you have to be shackled.”
“Amen,” P.T. said. They drank.
Angel squinted when he offered legal advice, and affected this tired voice as
though he’d recited the same thing a hundred times. “Everything,” Angel said, “but
especially the law, is a negotiation. There are no lines but those we ourselves draw. There
is no right and wrong, only what you leave the table with.”
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The bank settled out of court for half a million dollars, within a month after Angel
had filed suit. After Angel’s cut, Paul paid off the house. That left Paul with a little over
two hundred thousand dollars.
“You can take this money,” P.T. told Paul. “And we can blow through more
whores than you can count, fuck our way through to the Pacific. I could show you all the
places. Quality pussy. New Orleans, Austin, Phoenix.”
“I get it.”
“Have you ever seen the Pacific?” P.T. asked. “It’s a wonder. All that blue. Sea
lions by the thousands.”
“It’s just water,” Paul said. “I’m investing in a mutual fund.”
“Or, you could do that.”
*

*

*

Three days later, as Paul stepped off the school bus, he saw an El Camino parked in front
of the house. The car was painted black with tan interior and a chrome hood scoop. The
door to the bus hissed shut and the bus rumbled off. At first, Paul thought the car must
have been Angel’s, but then he remembered that Angel refused to drive American cars.
P.T. had told Paul that some palm-reader told Angel that he’d die in a Chrysler, so he
avoided domestics altogether. He drove an Audi. And P.T. rarely drove because he said it
interfered with his drinking; he took taxis everywhere. So, this was someone new.
P.T. opened the front door as Paul was walking up the gravel driveway. He had a
Miller Lite in his left hand. “What do you think?” he said. He was shirtless, and his great
belly had a scar that began just above his bellybutton and disappeared into his blue jeans.
He had tufts of white chest hair that resembled pulled apart cotton.
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“Who’s here?” Paul said.
“Unless you have a turd in your pocket, just you and me.”
“You mean a mouse?”
“What?” P.T. said.
“A mouse in my pocket. You mean a mouse. Nobody would have a turd in their
pocket.”
“What the fuck are you talking about? Who would have a mouse in their pocket?
That’s gross.”
“Turd’s grosser,” Paul said.
P.T. drank his beer. “What do you think about the goddamn car?” he said.
“It’s pretty,” Paul said. “Whose is it?”
“It’s yours, dummy,” P.T. said. He smiled and rubbed the beer bottle against the
scar on his belly. He cocked his leg to the side and farted.
Paul looked at the car. “Yeah, I believe you.”
P.T. tossed him a set of keys. “I want you to know, that I had to stay sober for
most of the morning to get that car here.”
“Where did you get this?” Paul said. He wondered if P.T. had gained access to his
account, and if he had, how he would go about suing him. He probably couldn’t use
Angel to sue P.T., he thought. He’d probably have to sue Angel, too.
“You know something,” P.T. said. “I guess it is a mouse. Goddamn, what was I
thinking? A fucking turd? Goddamn, kiddo, I’m sorry.”
Paul lowered his satchel to the ground and stepped to the front of the car. The
hood was waxed and hot from the sun. He picked a grasshopper out of the grill and put it
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on the ground.
“It’s got a 305 under the hood. Edsonbork carburetor.” P.T. belched, and threw his
empty bottle in a trashcan at the far end of the porch, where it shattered against other
bottles.
“Edelbrock.”
“That’s right. It’s an ’81 model.”
“Where’d you get it?”
“Turn of a card. I won it off Angel.”
“Where’d he get it? I thought he didn’t drive American.”
“One of his clients paid him with it. Some expat drug-dealer or something. Look
at the interior—the seats are covered in stingray. I think Angel was relieved when I won it
off of him. I even think he knew I was cheating.” P.T. stepped inside the house. “I’ll be
right back,” he said, making sure the screen-door didn’t slam closed. Paul walked around
the car. Even the bed was waxed, and shone a deep black. P.T. came out of the house
holding a packet of papers. “Look at this,” he said. “I think I’m fucking set for life.”
Paul took the papers from P.T. and flipped through them. Half were in Spanish,
half in English.
“It’s a deed to a house in some Mexican fishing village.”
“Are you leaving?” Paul said.
“We’re both leaving. You’re going to run me down there. That’s the deal; that’s
how you get to keep the car.”
“I don’t graduate for another two weeks.”
“Mexico will still be there, I think. Hey, what about prom? Did you want to go to
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prom?”
“It was like three months ago. I didn’t have a date, or a car.”
“Well now you have a car. And I guarantee that you will have senoritas standing
in line to stain those stingray seats.” P.T. said. P.T. looked at Paul for a moment, and was
still. He winced, grabbed his left arm, and leaned against the car.
“Are you okay?” Paul said. “Should I call an ambulance?” He knew something
was wrong. His thought of all the temporary fathers he’d had. Frank the electrician, who
had eaten the same breakfast of oatmeal and raisins every morning. Saul the vacuum
cleaner salesman. Jake the truck driver. There were the three B’s, all in a row: Barry the
pipeline inspector, Ben the dentist, Bob the waiter. There had been a carpenter and a
pharmacist in the mix somewhere, and another guy who had bred Airedales and another
who taught history on aircraft carriers nine months out of the year.
There was another, the man who kept bees. Paul could only remember him as
though he were looking through a thick plated window; no sounds, only pictures. The
man would sometimes show up wearing a baggy white suit, thick linen, and he had a
thick moustache and sweated profusely, cursed profusely, smiled profusely. And
sometimes he would put on his netted headpiece and play astronauts and aliens with Paul.
He’d let Paul be the astronaut. Sometimes, they would construct Martian fortresses out of
couch cushions and kitchen chairs and sheets, and sometimes Paul the astronaut would
win and sometimes he’d lose and humanity would be doomed to slavery. Paul
remembered how the man would always hold his hand. He had the feeling, in these
memories, that his mother had been watching them somehow—from a doorway or sitting
in a dark corner of the room, but he could never quite place her there.
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“I’m calling 911,” Paul said. “Just breathe.”
“Don’t,” P.T. said. “I hate riding in those fucking tin boxes.” He stood, leaving a
malformed imprint of sweat and cottony hair on the car, and for a moment, Paul thought
it had all been a prank. P.T. rubbed the sweat from his eyes. “Fuck,” he said, in a voice
more graveled than usual. “Fuck me. I think I just had a fucking heart attack.” P.T. was
short of breath, and Paul helped him to the ledge of the porch. “Go run and get me a beer,
kiddo.”
*

*

*

A week after graduating high-school, Paul drove P.T. into Brownsville. They
stayed at a motel close to the airport. “This place looks like it might have been nice in the
sixties,” P.T. said. Paul had been driving for the better part of three days, and was just
ready for a room. The lobby had too much space, as though it had at one time been used
for business meetings. But, now, apart from a check-in counter in the corner of the big,
empty room, there was only a group of six green vinyl chairs arranged in a semicircle
around a television with control knobs and rabbit-ears. The walls were covered in wood
paneling. Two big windows faced the pool, which was surrounded by a twelve foot chainlink fence.
After they checked in, Paul brought their bags to the room while P.T. went to a gas
station next door to buy wine coolers. The room was equipped with two twin beds and on
a brown chest of drawers sat a television of the same outdated model he had seen in the
lobby. There was an air conditioner below the window. Paul undressed and pulled on a
pair of denim cutoffs. He grabbed a towel from the room and went to the pool.
The courtyard had just been mowed and the pool was covered in floating grass.
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He unlatched the gate and threw his towel on an aluminum lawn chair and dove in. The
grass tickled his arms as he swam through it. He dove down and opened his eyes.
Sunlight filtered through the grass and cast slivered shadows on the bottom of the pool.
He floated two feet above the bottom and tried to remain perfectly still. After a moment,
he could hear his pulse. He thought about the house—if he remembered to cut off the gas
before he left, or he turned off all the lights, or if the toilet in the hallway bathroom was
running and he wasn’t there to jiggle the handle. He didn’t have anybody at home he
could call and check.
P.T. was sitting on the lawn chair when he resurfaced. He was drinking a red wine
cooler. There were two Styrofoam boxes sitting at his feet. He motioned to the boxes. “I
got some tacos,” he said. “Real ones.”
Paul swam a few laps and pulled himself out of the pool and sat at the edge and
dangled his legs into the water. Grass clippings drew close to him, as if by some unseen
force and would cling to his legs and detach and float for a moment before clinging to
him again, like shipwrecked sailors in need of flotsam. P.T. stood and positioned the lawn
chair beside him. He handed Paul one of the boxes before tripping over the chair and into
the pool. The wine cooler leaked into the water and turned it pink. P.T. sloshed on the
surface before turning on his back. “This is the life,” he said. “None of that humdrum
bullshit.”
“You don’t work,” Paul said. He opened the box and ate.
“This is a different kind of not working. I’m not supposed to be working, here.”
After they ate, they went to their room and watched a movie called Romy and
Michele’s High School Reunion. It was dubbed over in Spanish. P.T. was wrapped in a
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towel that was a foot short of covering him; his clothes were drying on the air
conditioner.
“This is stupid,” P.T. said. “But when I watch television, even regular television
like this—I hold out hope for nudity. I’ve seen this movie before, on DVD,” he said,
pointing at the little television set. “I know these two bitches keep their clothes on—and
this show has been picked through and censored. But still, I watch. I hope.”
“Get cable.”
“I know, right? Remember Janet Jackson—that’ll keep this bullshit fantasy of
mine going for twenty more years. Even when I’m watching reruns, I think that maybe
there’s some pervert at the TV station that hates his job and wants to quit the right way,
and he’s got his finger on some magic porn button. Or maybe the censors missed a nipslip or an up-skirt.” P.T. stood from the bed and repositioned the towel. He turned the
television off.
“I was watching that.”
“There aren’t any titties,” P.T. said. He pointed his index finger at his temple and
then at Paul, signaling that they were on the same page. “Just get that into your head. No
tits.” He walked to the air conditioner and checked his clothes. They were dry. He
dropped his towel and began pulling on his pants, balancing on one foot.
“We have a bathroom,” Paul said.
P.T. turned around. “What? You never seen a naked dude before? Get over it.”
“It just seems unnecessary. We have a bathroom.”
“Look kiddo, I ain’t asking you to suck my dick—I mean, that’s unnatural, kiddo;
we’re practically related,” P.T. said, pulling his pants on. “Hey. That’s fucked up; you
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know how we’re related? We’ve both been inside your mother.”
“Goddamn you, P.T.,” Paul said. He lay back on the bed. He stared at a brown
stain above him, and imagined the ceiling caving in on him.
“I know, I know. God forgive me.” P.T. lazily made a sign of the cross and kissed
his hand. “I’m sorry,” he said, but then he started laughing and his laughter drowned out
the rattle of the air-conditioner. “I’m sorry. That crosses all sorts of lines.”
“You should stop drinking,” Paul said.
“I know it. But I won’t.”
“You’re going to kill yourself.” Paul tried to make out a shape in the stain, like he
was gazing at clouds. Amoeba, maybe, he thought. No, a sailboat. A nose, the philtrum
still attached. It’s a separate thing, like it was ripped right off a face. No, a sailboat.
“I’m alive,” P.T. said. He was pulling on a white button up shirt that was two
small for him and he only fastened the middle buttons. He took his place on the other
twin bed.
“I just wish you’d slow down, take care of yourself.”
"I’m taking care of my very soul,” P.T. said. He turned his wine cooler up, and
spilled purple on his shirt. He didn’t seem to notice. “I got some trivia for you,” he said.
“I want you to be honest. Just say the first thing that pops into your brain.”
“Go on.”
“One question: “how did this city of 'Brownsville' get its name? Three seconds."
"Because of all the Mexicans, I guess. Everything’s brown—even the grass is
brown."
"You’re wrong, and also kind of a racist. The town is named for Jacob Brown,
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who died in some battle in the Mexican-American War.”
"No shit?" Paul said. He looked at the ceiling. "I could have sworn they were
thinking of all the Mexicans when they named it."
“That should tell you something,” P.T. said. “I say all kinds of fucked up things,
and people look at me funny, but I say what everybody is already thinking. You’ve
thought about me fucking your momma. You might not want to admit it, but you have.
Just now, with the Brownsville thing, you just said what you thought, and there’s no harm
in that. I’m not judging you. I mean, fuck—I thought the same thing until I picked this
up.” P.T. pulled a pamphlet from his back pocket. “Listen kiddo, it’s no coincidence that
Brownsville is filled with Mexicans.”
“We’re on the border.”
“No, I understand that. But how is it.” He paused deliberately. “I mean, that’s a
white guy this town is named after. It’s not ‘brown’ like the color; it’s a random name that
just works. When it meshes this perfectly, look for God’s signature.”
“Are you suggesting that God’s a racist?”
“No way. I’m saying the opposite—that it’s okay to be brown. This is God’s place
for brown people. This is Brownsville.”
“How drunk are you?”
“I don’t know. I bought a Valium from the motel desk clerk. The no tell motel.
The Rotel Motel. Go T’hell motel.”
“Go to sleep,” Paul said. “You’re going to fall and hurt yourself.”
*

*

*

Paul slept for a few hours. When he woke up, there was a girl sitting on the edge
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of P.T.’s bed. For a moment, he wasn’t sure that she was real; she wasn’t there when he’d
closed his eyes. Paul guessed the girl to be about his age. She wore a black one-piece
bathing suit and she was fat and had dirty blonde hair split into two fat braids that rested
on her shoulders. She had a totemic lizard tattoo below her neck. They were watching
television. The girl had a habit of putting one of her braids in her mouth. P.T. threw a can
of beer to Paul and the can hit him in the shoulder. “Paul, my boy,” he said. “This is
Sheila. Sheila, Paul.”
The braid fell from her mouth as she spoke. “Pleasure.” She put the braid back in
her mouth. Her chest and throat were covered in dark freckles.
“You go first, kiddo?” P.T. said. “My dick might be short, but it’s fat. Shaped like
a can of beans. You don’t want to dive in after me.”
Paul rubbed his eyes. “She’s a whore?” he said.
“She doesn’t describe herself as a whore. Sex professional is the lady’s preferred
moniker,” P.T. said.
“I’m not doing that.”
“It's a hell of a deal, Paul. This girl speaks three fucking languages." He nudged
Sheila. "Say something in French.”
“Vous pouvez me baiser dans mon cul si vous voulez.”
"Now talk some Spanish."
“Yo lo quiero áspero.”
"Isn't that something?" P.T. said. “I don’t know what she said, but it sounds pretty.
She’s pretty, Paul?" He sat at the edge of the bed and rolled up his jeans. “I’m going to sit
by the pool. Just come tag me out when you’re done.” He palmed a pint of whiskey from
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the dresser and left the room.
Sheila turned and sat facing Paul. Paul was naked except for his shorts, which
were still damp from the pool. The bed was also damp, but he didn’t mind because they
would be moving on in the morning to white beaches and sunrises bleeding into the
ocean. He didn’t mind the girl, who had now moved over to his bed and had her hand on
his knee.
“Your first time?” she said. “The other guy said that this might be your first time.”
“No,” Paul said. “I’ve had plenty of girls.”
“It’s just sweet, the way he looks after you. Everyone needs that—don’t you
think?”
“It’s nice,” he said.
Sheila moved her hand to the inside of his leg. “You’re wet. Did you piss
yourself?” she said.
“No,” he said. “It’s from the pool.”
“We should get you out of these,” she said, tugging at his top button. She felt him
through the denim shorts and squeezed softly it as though he were a piece of unformed
clay. “You’ll get a rash or something,” she said. She smiled at him, her breath reeking
cigarettes and onions and cheese and wine coolers.
“I’ll be all right.” Paul pushed her hand away from him. “Did you want to be
anything other than a whore?” he said.
She sat up straight and her belly spilled down almost to the tops of her thighs. She
had perfect posture, Paul noticed. “I’ve never given it much thought,” she said. “When I
was a kid, I wanted to be a veterinarian. Everyone says that, I guess.”
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“It’s a thought, though. I’d never really wanted to do anything. I remember
wanting to be an astronaut when I was little. My momma would say I was going to be
President, I think all mommas do that. It’s silly when I think about it now, knowing that it
was never a possibility—that even if I’d really wanted to, and busted my ass my entire
life, I could never be an astronaut.”
“Are we going to fuck, or what?” Sheila said.
“I guess,” Paul said. He closed his eyes and let Sheila pull off his shorts. He
thought about zero gravity, and thirty thousand dollar boots, and about the problems of
pissing in space. Rocket launches and public speaking. Testing the limits of the human
body. The coldness of space. Eating reconstituted foodstuffs, for the sake of mankind.
Postage stamps with his face on them. How serene the earth must look while standing on
the moon.
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ON WHORES
P.T. chased some lint out of his bellybutton with his index finger. The air
conditioner was on high, and sounded as though it might rattle apart. It was one hundred
and five degrees outside. Brownsville, Texas. Nothing spectacular but the heat and a
gateway into Mexico. Paul stood from his bed and turned the volume to the television up.
He continued to stand. A transvestite had been murdered two nights before by his lover, a
thin bearded man with splotches of white paint on his shirt and pants. A man who had
been marched past their motel window escorted by a gang of solemn policemen, his
hands cuffed in front of him and walking as casual and steady as the sun in that sad little
courtyard. The man had himself called the law, and when asked by a local reporter why
he strangled his lover, the man said he didn’t know but that the argument began because
his lover didn’t like the way he broke the filters off his Camel cigarettes. “Things got bad
after that,” the man said.
“Damn shame,” P.T. said. “Fools in love.”
Paul stepped across the room over bottles of beer and Styrofoam takeout boxes to
the lavatory. He looked in the mirror, perhaps to see if he had aged any in the past week.
The lavatory was separated from the toilet and bath with a heavy plastic divider hanging
from a track on the ceiling like something you might find in a hospital room. He washed
his hands and splashed his face. While looking in the mirror, he said, “How do you know
they were in love?”
“Fuck, I don’t know,” P.T. said. “He just had that look like he didn’t care. He’d
already reached that highpoint in his life and the rest was just lagniappe. Easy come, easy
go—that sort of thing—I don’t know—maybe he was just having a bad day.”
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“I don’t think you can kill your trannie and call it a good day,” Paul said.
P.T. laughed. “Not one without complications, in any case.”
P.T. drained his beer and called to Paul to hand him another. Paul waved back the
curtain and fished two cans out of a case that was iced down in the bathtub. He palmed
the cans in his left hand and used his other to rub water and ice over his shoulders and the
nape of his neck. When he brought the beer to P.T., P.T. had a story for him.
“I’ve driven some great bargains in my time. I mean, I’ve fucked whores on an
international level—though I was faithful to your dear dead mother. I have a past. You
know that, right?”
“I’ve gathered,” Paul said. He opened his beer and drank and put the can to his
temple. “You only talk about it every fucking chance you get.”
“There was this one Biloxi blonde—I think her name was Susan or Annette,
Suzette maybe—she probably didn’t use her real name. It doesn’t matter what her name
was. Thirteen dollars. The whole taco, enchilada—whatever.”
Paul sat in a vinyl covered chair next to the television set his beer on a small
round table. He pulled on a tee shirt draped over one of the arms and stretched his feet
forward to pry his tennis shoes out from under P.T.’s bed. He pinched the shoes with his
toes and slid the shoes back toward him.
“I think she had something wrong with her. Not that she was retarded or
anything—that’s another story.”
“I’ve already heard the one about the retarded girl,” Paul said.
“Well this one wasn’t retarded. She used to come to my apartment weekly and
fuck me for fifty bucks. Rub my feet, suck me off—all that. No anal, but fuck I don’t care
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about that. She was married to a guy who was high up on the food chain at Ingalls
shipyard. She didn’t need the money, in other words. I think she just needed to get away
from the kids. Some people just need to feel dirty every once in a while.”
“And you’re the man for that.”
“Damn straight I am.” P.T wagged the tab of his beer can back and forth until it
snapped and fell into the can. He drank. “So usually it was fifty, but this particular time
she called me up on a Sunday and I had gambled most everything I had on me away and I
had bought a bottle of rum and I said—” He positioned his thumb and little finger up to
his ear and mouth to simulate a phone. “I said to her: ‘Darling, I have thirteen dollars left
in my wallet and if you want it, you know what to do.’” He lowered his hand. Paul tied
his shoes. “She was over in twenty minutes and had my cock in her mouth before I could
shut the door behind her. I gave her the business and then we talked for a while and
watched Leno’s monologue and then she got up to leave. And then I said to her: ‘Darling,
I got an extra pack of chicken thighs in the freezer if you want it.’ It was one of those two
for one deals. ‘Take one if you want it.’ And then she took the chicken and left.”
“Fascinating,” Paul said. “I’m so glad you took the time to tell me that shit. I
mean, I feel fucking enlightened. I am so enlightened right now.” He stood from the chair
and picked up his beer.
“Don’t you get it? I mean, I’d understand—I didn’t get it until after she’d left.”
“Get what? That you’ve always been a dirty old man.”
“I fucked that woman for thirteen dollars and a pack of chicken, and I didn’t have
to murder her over some idiosyncrasy like that poor bastard across the way did.”
“Big word.”
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“What I’m saying is that’s the best deal anybody can ever get. No strings. Just
fucking and a few cordialities and then she was gone like a stack of pancakes. No
worries. No playing house and everyone gets what they want.”
“Well thanks for that.”
“I’m giving you pearls here kid.”
“I know it.” When Paul said this, he realized that he was inadvertently being
sincere. He didn’t want to ever agree with P.T.—he wanted to stand apart from him, to be
able to shake his fist at him in moral indignation like he’d imagined good clean people
do.
P.T. sat up in the bed, his great belly jutting out. He looked to Paul like a statue
made out of smooth stones, one on top of the other, each in a perfect and precarious
accord with the others. Paul fetched two more beers out of the bathtub and handed one to
P.T.
“No thanks. I’m going to take a nap.”
“It’s not even noon.”
“Regardless.” P.T. lay back on the bed, and shifted to his left side, facing away
from the window. “Where are you going?”
“I thought I’d drive down to the beach. Supposedly they have a nice beach here.”
“Be careful. This town’s full of unsavory types.”
“When are we going to Mexico?”
“Sometime after my nap.”
“Today?”
“Not necessarily. Just sometime after.”
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Paul went back to the bathroom and threw the cans of beer into the tub. P.T.’s eyes
were closed as he passed by him.
“Be careful,” P.T. said.
Paul shut the door to the room and looked across the courtyard over the fenced-in
pool. The door to the room where the murder had taken place was crisscrossed in yellow
police tape. Some of the tape had become unfixed and fluttered in the wind like kites’
tails. A housekeeper pushing a cart filled with towels and cleaning supplies stopped in
front of the window to the room and tried to peer in through a small divide in the curtain.
The day before this maid had asked Paul and P.T. if their room was clean enough
for them, and when Paul said yes, she overtly petitioned a tip from them. Her face was
bronzed and cracked and she wore thick glasses which were attached to her by coils of
black plastic. P.T., in his customary fashion, grabbed at his crotch and told her that he
would be happy to oblige her request. He unzipped his pants and looked at the maid and
smiled. Her mouth parted and tensed forward and like a tortoise’s and she dropped clean
towels next to the air conditioning unit and left the room. This was before the courtyard
had filled with busy people who wanted to rationalize the transvestite’s murder—the cops
and reporters, the motel guests.
And now as she looked into the room, Paul wondered if it was curiosity that made
her look, or if she needed to see because she was denied access to a small corner of her
kingdom. Or if the room for her was just another chore, and if she only looked in order to
gauge the amount of work it would take to make the room rentable again. Could she
clean death? The sheets were blood-free—would she have to throw them out? The
mattress?
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She stood from the window and pushed the cart to the next room and knocked. If
the room had made her nervous, she didn’t show it; perhaps she had seen similar
incidents played out in this very motel.
Paul walked to the lobby of the hotel, where Sheila was waiting for him. She was
sitting on one of a half-dozen green plastic chairs arranged in a semicircle around a
rabbit-eared television. She was reading a novel by Coetzee and when she looked up at
him, she gave him a strange and sad smile. She wore a yellow sundress which revealed
the tattoo of a lizard on her left shoulder and her tanned and freckled skin. Her teeth were
white enough to do toothpaste commercials and her earrings were big red hoops that
matched her sandals and the clutch that sat on the chair beside her. She looked like a
normal girl. Not like before, when she’d been contracted by P.T. to take his virginity. A
normal girl. No appendectomy scar. Not constant tugging at his prick.
She stood to greet him and, in doing so, knocked three of the chairs out of their
formation. She wiped her eyes with the inside of her wrist and gave him a friendly hug.
Her hair smelled like lavender. “They kill so many fucking dogs in this book,” she said.
They left the motel and got into Paul’s car, a black ’81 El Camino with a chrome
hood scoop P.T. had given him for his birthday. The seats were tan and covered in
stingray skin. He opened the passenger door for her.
“Wow,” Sheila said. She slid into the car and pushed the hem of her dress under
her knees. She asked him about the car.
He started the engine and pulled on to a busy street and told her about the gift and
P.T., about his mother’s death. What it was like to be away from home and not really care.
“Sounds like a nice guy,” she said.
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“He’s all right. He’s a pervert.”
“Everybody’s a pervert on some level. That makes us all normal,” she said. She
gave him directions and they pulled into a gas station and Sheila went into the store and
came out with cold bottles of water. She handed him one and then directed him to the
shopping district. Stores filled with junk, cheap clothes. They ate chile poblanos at the
back of a grocery store. And then she took him to see the river which seemed to Paul to
be little more than a glorified ditch or a seeping gash in the earth. He bought her a
pinwheel from an old man who was selling Rottweiler puppies and on the drive back to
the motel, she held it out the car window and watched it spin.
“Do I owe you anything?” Paul said, after he put the car in park.
Sheila looked at him and smiled. “Gratis,” she said. “I had a nice day. If you want
a happy ending, it’ll cost you. I didn’t bring any rubbers, but we could find one easy
enough.”
“That’s all right,” Paul said.
“If you change your mind, here’s my card. P.T. has one too.” She reached into her
clutch and produced a business card. Paul looked at it and after a moment she tucked it
into the CD player. The freckles on her arms like constellations. Corporeal cosmos.
Cosmos corpus. Just a normal girl.
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FRIENDS OF PABLITO
He could still smell faintly the scent of lavender from her shampoo and he placed
his hand on the passenger seat trying to discern her warmth from that of the radiating sun.
The seats were warm, but not hot. He took her card from the dash. The card was thin and
seemed cheaply made with only her name and number on it—no title, no frills; just
business. He pulled his wallet from his back pocket and slid the card behind his driver's
license. The air in the car was beginning to thicken. He got out of the car and walked
through the motel lobby to the room.
P.T. was floating face up on a thin green raft. Paul hadn't noticed him
immediately; he had knocked on the door and then the window before fishing through his
right pocket for his keys. He'd learned to knock first, living with P.T. He'd walked in on
P.T. a number of times, in a number of indelicate attitudes, and had learned how difficult
it was to avert his eyes from a man so grotesquely proportioned, so grotesquely
unashamed. He’d tiddled the key in and gently shouldered the door open when P.T. called
out from the pool, his great belly heaving up from the water in a slow, godlike rhythm.
“Whoever said 'no man is an island' didn't get a look at you,” Paul said. He
unlocked the chain-link gate and stepped through.
“Come again?”
“Nothing.”
“This is the life,” P.T. said.
“You always say that.” Paul kicked out of his shoes and took off his shirt. He took
out his wallet and pocketknife and piled everything in one of the three aluminum chairs.
He sat at the edge of the pool and dangled his legs in the water.
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“Why didn’t you get a beer?”
“I didn’t want one.”
“No, I meant why didn’t you get me a beer?”
“Go fuck yourself.”
“This is the life,” P.T. said.
“You already said that. The tape’s still up, huh? The police tape?” Paul said,
nodding to the room where the transvestite had been murdered by his lover.
“I guess the cops need some time to sort it all out.”
“It seems pretty cut and dry.”
“Nothing’s cut and dry.”
“What do you know about it?”
“Just what I saw on television. Same as you.” P.T. said. Paul slid into the water
and the raft carrying P.T. rocked gently and P.T. outstretched his arms as though he were
giving himself over to some aquatic crucifixion. He exhaled deeply and palmed some
water into his belly button. “How hot do you think it is out here?”
“Hell hot,” Paul said.
P.T. paddled the raft to the edge of the pool until he reached one of the white PVC
ladders on either side of the pool. “If you had to guess, how hot do you think it is?”
“I don’t have to guess. The gauge reads a hundred and two.” On the chain-link
fence hung a glass and mercury thermometer attached to a piece of flat, rectangular metal
that was rusted around the edges and rust that had bled in streaks down the red Coca Cola
lettering.
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P.T. grasped the ladder and tilted his bulk toward it. He pulled himself up and the
plastic raft made a sucking sound and drifted off in the opposite direction. Water pooled
in thin sheets around his feet and faded into the concrete. “Well imagine that
motherfucking thermometer isn’t hanging there. Imagine you aren’t cheating.”
“I’m not cheating. It’s right there.”
“Well imagine you didn’t see it. How hot do you think it is?”
“One hundred and one—one hundred-two, maybe.”
“You’re not going to play along? Not going to let me finish my thought.”
“Just say whatever it is you want to say. If you’re going to say that it doesn’t feel
like a hundred and two degrees, just say it.”
“If that rusted hunk of shit read seventy-two degrees, would you believe it?
“I have a hard time not believing anything anymore.”
“If you were lying face down and your dick was hard, would it be pointing up?”
“What're you looking for, an argument?”
“I'm just saying that it's nice here.”
“Well say that.”
“I want you to say it.”
“I'm not saying it.”
*

*

*

That night, they ate from the taco stand next to the motel that they'd eaten from the night
before—the same black bean soup out of Styrofoam cups, the same chorizo tacos. The
short and pock-marked woman at the stand offered them neither smiles nor words. P.T.,
for his part, merely held up two fingers. The woman disappeared momentarily into the

91
shed and reemerged with two brown bags and P.T. paid her. Paul carried the bag back to
the motel room and they ate stooping over the small table in their room. Paul asked P.T.
how long they'd be staying in Brownsville, when they were planning to cross into
Mexico.
“Why the hurry?” P.T. said.
“I just like moving towards something. It just feels like we are wasting our time
here.” Paul folded his taco into a tube and ate half of it in one bite. He wiped his chin.
“I've spent most of my life wasting time. Productivity is highly over-rated. That's
the problem with the young—all that energy and nothing to do. When you're old, you
have all these things to do and no energy. I'm striking that perfect balance of no energy
and nothing to do. Anyway, they have killer tacos here.”
“They might have even better ones where we're going.”
“Probably not,” P.T. said. “It's fucking Mexico.”
*

*

*

Paul parked his car downtown and bought a Spanish-English dictionary and a liter of
water from a shop before walking the Gateway International Bridge into Matamoros. He
had about fifty dollars with him. It was around five o’clock in the evening. A warm
breeze blew off the Rio Grande over the bridge crowded with people weighed down with
bulky televisions and clock radios, bags of clothes, blankets, cookery—the stuff of
yesterday that had been bought on the cheap in the shops of Brownsville.
There did not seem to be any other Americans walking on the bridge. The two
lanes of traffic heading into the United States were at standstills. “Glad I didn't drive,”
Paul said.
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A heavy-set woman in an over-sized dress carrying two bags turned her head.
“Que?” she said. She was wearing red lipstick that matched the flowers on her dress.
“Nada,” Paul said, shrugging his shoulders.
“Nada? Con Dios nada lo es todo.”
“I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t know Spanish.”
“You know ‘nada.’”
“I know nada.”
At the end of the bridge, he was looked over by a guard dressed in green. Paul
handed him his license and the guard took it and handed it back to him without looking at
it and directed him to one of three turnstiles and told him the toll was six pesos. Twenty
feet behind the guard, two boys probably Paul’s age were surrounded by a half dozen
guards. They were sweating and had thin neglected beards and appeared to have walked a
long way. Their bags were splayed open on a rectangular table, their things scattered. One
of the guards held a filet knife, its blade glinting in the sun; another held a spear-gun. “It’s
for camping,” one of the boys said. The guards laughed at him.
The guard snapped his fingers at Paul and told him not to worry about his
Americano friends. “We give them a hard time now. We don’t have to give them a hard
time later. Si?” He pointed toward the turnstile. “Don’t worry about them. It’s a formality.
But I can tell right away that you do not need to be subjected to the same hard time. You
just came to Matamoros to see the Cathedral. Si?”
“Yes. The Cathedral. Where’s it at?”
The guard touched the brim of his field cap as though he meant to push it up his
brow but changed his mind and instead leaned forward. “Buy a map. Or get a taxi.”
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First through the turnstile and then through a line of vendors. A man selling corn
on the cob out of a hotdog stand. Another selling Mexican flags and tee shirts. Another
selling wood carvings. Silver necklaces. Bootleg DVDs. Pornography. He shook his head
and fumbled through his dictionary for a polite way to say no and felt stupid when he
found the translation. “No gracias,” he said. He walked on a few blocks and realized he
had no coordinates, that he was more lost than he’d anticipated. He spent fifty-six pesos
on a taxi to the Cathedral.
Our Lady of Refuge. Nuestra Senora del Refugio. If he’d known about it before
today, he'd have imagined it to be bigger. He grabbed a pamphlet out of a rack by the
door and read about the stained glass windows, the replica of one of Michelangelo’s
Pietas, and the towers twice rebuilt after being swapt off by hurricanes. A monument to
the obstinate. He finished skimming the pamphlet before noticing two girls, dark hair, in
the same blue dresses, sitting a pew behind a man with no hair. Even from this distance,
Paul could see that the man had been burned, and that the fire had been carried up his
neck and had forced what looked like a hand print on the back of his skull. The trio would
intermittently murmur and bow their heads. Paul dropped his empty water bottle and the
crinkle echoed and he kicked it while trying to pick it up. He looked to the man and his
daughters, and saw that they were uninterrupted in their prayers.
The air outside was cooling and carried with it the smell of citrus, of charred
meat, of hibiscus from the plaza across from the cathedral. The plaza was filled with
gentle noises: dogs and wind and bits of unintelligible conversations and bronze colored
moths bumping the globes of the street-lamps.
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He walked east along a busy street through a market. He saw wicker baskets filled
with mosquito eggs for sale. He saw goats and chickens in cages. Clay jars. Handmade
blankets and hammocks. Duck eggs and endless bowls of dried peppers. It was almost
dark, and many of the vendors were beginning to pack up. Many of the stands were
simply rolled away, or hitched to cars or small pickups and towed. Metal grille curtains
were rolled down over store fronts. He bought an apple from a man who was packing
fruit one at a time into boxes and then into the back of a brown Datsun pickup. The man
handed him two apples and Paul thanked him and offered him more money, but the man
refused.
He leaned against the thick bronze pole of a street-lamp and ate one of the apples.
He could hear a violin and then a trumpet and then guitars from within a cantina across
the street. He crossed the street and stood outside, looking down at the apple and the
street. A boy of perhaps only ten or eleven years suddenly appeared in the doorway and
motioned for Paul to come in. He barked at passersby and motioned them into the
cantina. He whistled at Paul and held up ten fingers. Paul shook his head though he
wasn’t sure what he was bargaining for. Then the boy held up five fingers. A man came
from within the bar shouting something to the boy in Spanish and the boy darted from the
door. The man was short and his graying hair was combed back and he wore a white
apron and under the apron a blue shirt and a tie. The man spilled out onto the street and
looked to have a bad knee as he took a few steps in the boy’s direction before giving up
the chase.
The man turned to Paul. “Please forgive me, senor. That little fucker is always
hustling my guests.” He motioned for Paul to come into the cantina.
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“I’m fine,” Paul said, taking another bite of apple. “I’ll move along if you want.”
“There is nothing I want less,” the proprietor said. He wiped his hands on his
apron and motioned a second time for Paul to enter the cantina. “Please senor, you must
be thirsty. Come have drink with me. No one will bother you in my place. The first beer
is on the house. Please senor.”
“I could have a beer before I head back.”
“I hope you have ten, but the first is on me.”
Paul sat on a stool at the bar and the proprietor put a can of Carta Blanca on the
bar in front of him, and then lifted the can and slid a napkin underneath. The Mariachi
played on. The proprietor tented his fingers in supplication, his face drooping into a
theatrical frown. “Senor, I must say that I am worried about you. You are all bones and
skin. Wasting away. You must let my wife cook for you. She is the best cook in all of
Tamaulipas, but if she lets some traveler so hungry as you leave from her kitchen she
may lose her magical cooking powers forever. Please senor. For my sake.”
“Dare I refuse?” Paul said, and after an awkward silence, he nodded to the man.
“Excellente.” The proprietor left and went into the kitchen and within moments
was back in front of Paul. He winked and beckoned for Paul to lean closer. In turn, the
proprietor leaned and their faces were but inches apart and he spoke to Paul as though he
were divulging a terrible secret. “You must try our tequila. Better than mother’s milk.”
The proprietor winked again and drew back. His smile was almost as theatrical as his
frown had been before and his voice was loud now. “Some of us will never get off the
tit.” He laughed and slapped the bar and Paul laughed and the proprietor put his fists on
his chests with his thumbs out and he bent his head and licked the thumbs as though they
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were long and malformed nipples. “Some of us never get off the tit!” the proprietor said.
“Pretty good, yes?”
He set a shot glass in front of Paul and filled it to the brim. Paul smiled and took
the shot and set the glass back on the bar. He chased the shot with the Carta Blanca and
smiled. The proprietor poured another, and they went on in this way until Paul had drunk
a half a dozen shots. The proprietor raised the bottle again and Paul placed his hands over
the glass. “No more,” he said.
His food was brought from the back by a beautiful woman with her hair in a long
thick braid. Flank steak and vegetables, beans and rice, tortillas. The woman looked at
Paul and then at the proprietor and said something in Spanish. The proprietor shrugged
his shoulders and the woman hurried back into the kitchen and the proprietor from his
place behind the bar followed her and tried to take her hand but she pulled away from
him and kept walking. The mariachis had quit playing and were now sitting on both sides
of Paul at the bar. The proprietor turned back to the bar and ambled back.
Paul reached for his fork and in the process knocked over his beer and one of the
mariachis stood from his stool and righted it for him. Paul pushed some beans and rice
onto his fork with his fingers and tried to eat. His head was swimming and he felt sick.
He pushed his plate away and reached into his pocket and pulled out some crumpled bills
and sprinkled them over the food like some obscene garnish. He stumbled from his chair
and again one of the mariachis helped him and Paul said that he was going to be sick and
then stumbled out of the bar and onto the street. There was a chorus of yells behind him.
“Come back senor. Come back senor.” And then more stumbling and the sounds of the
city. He found a taxi and got in and reached into his pocket for money but found that he
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had none left. The driver pulled from the curb without asking Paul his destination and
Paul said that he needed to go to America and the driver laughed and said they were in
the beating heart.
*

*

*

He awoke on a cold concrete floor and his head and neck were hurting. There was no
light save for a sliver peeking from underneath a door. He sat up slowly, reaching first to
feel his shoes, then his face. Then he realized his wallet missing and knew where he was.
He remembered the taxi slowing and stopping, the man wearing a wrestler’s mask
jumping in beside him and saying por favor and then saying please be still and then
hitting him with the small revolver he clutched in his hand and then a pop of light and
then nothing. He stood and walked to the door. It was unlocked but something was
wedged against it from the other side. He shook the door and then dropped to his stomach
and tried reaching under the door but that only accomplished as much as he thought it
would.
He heard men speaking in Spanish and the scuffling footsteps drawing nearer to
the door. He stood and stepped back. There was scratching at the door and the sound of
nails being pulled and then of wood falling flat on the concrete. The door opened and a
big man stood silhouetted in the doorway. Another man stood behind the open door, out
of sight, and spoke softly to the man in the doorway. The man flipped a switch to the
right of the door and a light attached to a small ceiling fan came on. It was the man from
the taxi, wearing the same silver wrestler’s mask. He also wore a black tee shirt and black
denim pants and pointed cowboy boots. The laces from his mask were untied and lay on
his shoulders like two long white tapeworms. He said something else to the man behind
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the door and stepped into the room. Paul stepped back. The man in the mask looked over
to a wood and canvas fold-out cot that had been tilted over. Next to the cot were a five
gallon bucket and a plastic jug of water.
“How you feeling, amigo?” the man said.
“I’m not your amigo.”
“They all say that. Nobody wants to be mi amigo. Forgive me, I try to be pleasant.
Is much easier this way. Mi madre tells me to always be nice, and I love my mother,
amigo. Do you love you mother, amigo?”
“She’s dead.”
“Aye. Lo siento. I am sorry. This world is difficult without a mother. You loved
you mother when she was alive, no? Lucky for you, I love my mother very much, and she
told me, ‘always be nice.’ And I try very, very hard to do as my mother told me.” The
man gestured toward the cot. “You sleep on the floor, amigo? You do not enjoy our—
what is the word?—facilities. No, amenities. You do not enjoy our amenities?”
“What do you want?”
“We want to be you friend, Pablito. We want you to understand that we are not
bad men. We want you to leave us a better, richer person. We want you to lead a beautiful
and happy life and go home and accept the love of your mother.”
“I’m not your friend.”
“I try to be nice, okay? Is in my nature. And is so much easier to be pleasant with
one another. We have to help each other get through this, amigo. We are in this together.”
“Sounds like you're trying to fuck me.”
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“You realize how lucky you are.” The man repositioned his mask and pulled a
wallet—Paul’s wallet—from his back pocket. He opened and removed Paul’s driver’s
license and Sheila’s business card. “Let me ask you a question. Why no debit card?
Pablito, this could have been so easy—you could be home now with you little mamacita,
sweet Sheila.”
“She’s just some whore I met in Brownsville.”
“Pablito, you break my heart. This Sheila was upset for you when I called her.
And you call her ‘some whore.’ Shame, shame, shame on you, Pablito.”
“Why are you telling me this?”
“Because I may need to cut off one of you fingers and send it to Sheila. I need to
let her know we mean business.”
Paul heard the man behind the door laugh and the man in the mask started
laughing. “I am joking with you,” he said. “She got the point already.”
“How much do you want?”
“Just a little, Pablito. Just a little. Do not worry about the money, Pablito. Let me
explain: you want to go back over the bridge to you sweet Sheila, you have to pay the
toll. Is a little toll—we are not greedy. Pay the toll, cross the bridge.”
“I don't have a choice.”
“Yes, my friend. You are getting it. I am so happy for you. Cooperation will make
this stay here much better. Think of me as you host. Welcome to the Hotel de Secuestro.
Tell me, mi amigo, do you have hunger? I should confess that our chef is shit but even he
cannot fuck up a Hot Pocket.”
“Splendid,” Paul said. “Do I have to tip?”
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“Tips are appreciated, but not required. We understand if you are a little short on
the money. Do you like books, my friend? Can I bring something for you to pass time?”
The man turned to leave before Paul could answer, and almost sang as he spoke.
“Voy a volver con la cena y Viejo y el Mar.”
The man in the mask closed the door behind him as he left. He said something to
the other man and they both laughed and Paul could hear them replacing the brace against
the door. He righted the cot and sat down and took off his shoes and socks and pulled
each of his toes so that they snapped softly. He waited. He stretched his feet and counted
one hundred and forty cinderblocks in the wall opposite him. He stood and tried the fan,
but it didn’t work. He stood and pissed into the five gallon bucket and drank some water
from the jug and then sat on the cot again. He slumped his head into his hands and
waited.

